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The Question Before Us 


Paul Raskin 


The coronavirus outbreak has disrupted our lives, equanimity, and assumptions. With good 
reason, the policy response has centered on emergency measures to mitigate human 
suffering, especially mobilizing public health resources, practicing social distancing, and 
providing relief for workers and businesses displaced by shrunken economies. Yet, even as 
debate rages on the timeliness and design of these responses, we also need to stand back to 


consider the longer-term implications. 


The pandemic is a rupture in historic time that shakes the continuity of institutions and 
consciousness. The discussants in this forum have been asked to share their insights, 
speculations, and questions on how COVID-19 might alter the shape of the global future. To 
organize the discussion, the specific question before the panel is, which GTI scenarios have 


become more plausible, and which less? (See Taxonomy of the Future for brief sketches of 


these scenarios.) 


There is much to ponder: 


Conventional Worlds 


Will globalized capitalism recover after a pause, or is the neoliberal Market Forces scenario no 
longer viable? Will a more cooperative, precautionary, and regulatory Policy Reform world come 


to dominate, and will it be enough to save corporate capitalism—or avoid collapse? 
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Barbarization 


Will the stoking of fear and xenophobia feed resurgent nationalism and authoritarianism, presaging 
some form of Fortress World? Is there a danger of rampant conflict, loss of institutional order, and 


chaotic descent into Breakdown? 


Great Transition 


Will the traumatic encounter with the borderless virus etch our interconnectedness, shared risk, 
and need for global cooperation and governance into public consciousness? Can the emergency 
behavioral changes—working remotely, reduced travel, social distancing—foster sustainable 
consumption and economic degrowth, moving us past the dominant model of development? 
Have new opportunities opened for mitigating climate change, protecting wild places, localizing 


economies, and taking action on other fronts? 


Of course, the world system does not enact a single scenario; rather, it is a composite of them 
all. Although the mix varies across nations and over time, forces of continuity, disintegration, 
and transformation are at play everywhere. Latent pressure for both progressive change and 
authoritarian reaction can build beneath the surface, then suddenly explode on the scene, 


disrupting business as usual. 


At transformative moments, the plot of history can jump to another theater with different 
characters at center stage. With its ongoing jolt to global systems, the pandemic weakens 
entrenched institutions and amplifies dissent: the chaotic interim between “before” and “after” 


becomes a cauldron for historical surprise—for better or worse. 


How will the pandemic shift the mélange of social scenarios competing for dominance? Grappling 
with this question, the forum participants, quite appropriately, paint diverse pictures of how this 
might play out. The further issue before them, and all of us, is how to shape the outcome: How can 


we seize the moment to steer toward the Great Transition we all hope for and know to be possible? 
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Paul Raskin is the founding president of the Tellus Institute. The overarching 
theme of his work has been the development of visions and strategies for a 
transformation to more resilient and equitable forms of social development. 
is research has spanned issues (energy, water, climate change, ecosystems, 


) 


GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Panel 


GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Seizing a Political Opening 


Franck Amalric 


In the 2002 Great Transition essay, Paul Raskin and his co-authors characterized the Great 
Transition as a process in which “[a]ll components of culture change in the context of a holistic 
shift in the structure of society and its relation to nature.” Within this whole-system transition 
would be a “set of sub-transitions that transform values and knowledge, demography and 
social relations, economic and governance institutions, and technology and the environment. 
These dimensions reinforce and amplify one another in an accelerating process of 
transformation.” In other words, cultural changes would lead the way to economic changes, 


which in turn would reinforce desirable cultural changes, and so forth. 


This is where the current COVID-19 crisis creates a new political opportunity. Debates about 

the economy of the past thirty years have been dominated by the principle that economic 
objectives only should determine the organization of the economy. But there is nothing self 
evident about such a principle. It has long been known that the economy has non-economic 
objectives as well, and that sound economic policymaking should consider them. Nobel 
Prize-winning economist Ronald Coase concluded his famous 1960 article “The Problem of 
Social Cost” by recalling that “it is, of course, desirable that the choice between different social 
arrangements for the solution of economic problems should be carried out in broader terms 
than [in purely economic terms] and that the total effect of these arrangements in all spheres of 
life should be taken into account.” Similarly, John Rawls, in A Theory of Justice, noted that the 
choice of economic institutions “Must...be made on moral and political as well as on economic 
grounds. Considerations of efficiency are but one basis of decision and often relatively minor at 


that.” 
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The principle that the economy should be organized for economic objectives only characterizes 
a particular moment in history, roughly the last thirty years. John Williamson's 1989 paper on the 
Washington Consensus is one of the axiomatic articulations of the principle, promoted by the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund who used it to render apolitical their policy 


interventions, and institutionalized in the World Trade Organization. 


The 2008 financial crisis did not lead to a questioning of this principle. It revealed the inadequacy of 
specific institutional arrangements in the financial sector with respect to the prevailing objective— 
an efficient allocation of resources throughout the economy—but not the inadequacy of the 


objective itself. 


One of the main political consequences of the COVID crisis has been to reveal some of the 
shortcomings of this principle, and in so doing the political mistake that lies in considering the 
economy as an autonomous sphere of society. For one, the lockdown revealed the political will 

to subordinate the economy to a superior non-economic objective—public health. Second, the 
closing of borders, the disruption of supply chains, and the competition between countries to 
secure masks and diagnostic devices has convinced a number of policymakers of the necessity to 
maintain key strategic industries on the national territory. The renewal of national industrial policies 


is not far off. 


The post-COVID world is thus one in which the principle of setting economic objectives only for 
the organization of the economy will be harder to sustain politically. This is all the more the case 
since this principle had already been seriously weakened by the re-emergence of nationalist ideas 


in many Western countries. 


The passing of this principle will make it possible to reopen fundamental political debates around 
the key question: What non-economic objectives should be considered when organizing the 
economy? National autonomy or independence or preference will be a strong contender, and 

this will more surely lead us towards Barbarization scenarios rather than the Great Transition we 
aspire to. But we may also be hopeful that the reopening of that fundamental political space will 
be the occasion to push forth the view that an objective of cultural change, aligned with the Great 


Transition, should also be considered. 
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Endnotes 


]. Ronald Coase, “The Problem of Social Cost,” The Journal of Law & Economics 3 (1960): 44. 
2. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971). 259-260. 


3. John Williamson, “What Washington Means by Policy Reform,” in Latin American Readjustment: 
How Much Has Happened, ed. John Williamson (Washington, DC: Peterson Institute for International 
Economics, 1989). 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


From Domination to Partnership 


Asoka Bandarage 


The COVID-19 pandemic can be an opportunity to redirect the trajectory of human social 


evolution from domination to partnership and to actualize a Great Transition future. Doing so 


requires us to question the values, unsustainability, and inequality of the world in which we live. 
Prioritizing economic growth over environmental sustainability and human well-being has 
contributed to the emergence and spread of the current pandemic. But such priorities are only 


inevitable if we let them be. 


Domination 


The contemporary world economy disrupts the natural integration of planetary life, seeking 
instead to manage and control society and the environment through modern science, 
technology, and the market. The extremism of this approach is evident in efforts to redesign life 
and to create what some scientists call a post-nature, post-human world. The conventional 
response to the pandemic likewise seeks a quick-fix vaccine over systemic changes to public 


health and economic justice. 


Technology and the market per se are not the ultimate problem: the underlying consciousness 
and intention that drive them are. At the root of the crisis we face is the disconnect between 
the exponential growth of the profit-driven economy and the equivalent development in 
compassion and wisdom. Indeed, our challenge today is not merely political, but human and 
ethical—how we see and conduct ourselves individually and collectively toward both the 
environment and each other. Without an intentional effort to change, individualism, 
competition, and domination will remain the driving force at the personal, national, and ethno- 


religious levels. 
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Both the US and China hope to return to “normalcy” by jumpstarting their economies. Trump has 
claimed that in the post-pandemic world, US economic growth will be bigger than ever. China will 
move forward with its massive Belt and Road Initiative despite social and environmental concerns. 
The pandemic has already led to increased corporate deregulation and bailouts, consolidating 
corporate and elite control in the US. The increasing shift to life online is widening and deepening 


surveillance and social control by large tech companies. 
Partnership 


The alternative is to nurture a universal consciousness grounded in the truth of unity within 
diversity. This higher consciousness sees “ego consciousness” as privileging the individualistic 
self, rather than the self as inherently interdependent. It weakens dualism and contributes to 


interdependence and partnership. 


The environment encompasses human society and the economy within its fold. The economy is 
only one subsystem of society. The pandemic has revealed that the natural world does not need 
humanity for its survival: it is being rejuvenated amidst reduced human activity. However, humanity 
cannot survive without the natural environment—the air, soil, water, sunlight, etc. The central idea 
of the ecological approach (subscribed to by indigenous thinking, Eastern spirituality, and fields of 
Western science like evolutionary biology and ecology) is that we are part of the Earth, not apart 


and separate from it. 


We have to stop letting the economy dominate and subsume society and the environment within 
the logic of exploitative economic growth. The components of the economy—technology, 
property relations, the market, and finance—must be redesigned to serve the needs of 
environmental sustainability and human well-being. The exploitation of people and plunder of the 


Earth must be replaced by systems that honor environmental sustainability and social justice. 


It is time to transition to a more balanced, ecological civilization that respects the environment and 
upholds bioregionalism and local communities. The unprecedented global crisis brought forth by 
the COVID-19 pandemic is making people more sensitive to the fragility and insecurity of life and 
our physical and emotional interconnectedness to each other and all of nature. The crisis can teach 


us to open our hearts and minds, to overcome excessive greed and individualism, and to see the 


9 | THE PANDEMIC AND THE FUTURE | GT! FORUM CONTRIBUTION 


common suffering across cultural and ideological boundaries. It offers an opportunity to overcome 


despair and powerlessness and to collectively challenge oppressive social structures. 


Transition 


Many groups around the world are already actively engaged in the systemic shift away from 
economic globalization towards localization, encouraging local renewal through education and 
community building. One inspiring movement with a plan for transitioning to smaller, local self- 
reliant economies and communities is Transition Towns, a network that has spread to more than 
fifty countries since 2005. The strength of the Transition approach is its principles of respect for 
resource limits and resilience, inclusivity and social justice, sharing ideas and power, and positive 


visioning and creativity. 


As human beings, we have the capacity to make the inner transition needed to move to a balanced 
path of environmental and social sustainability. We can do so from our diverse cultural, class, and 
other social and professional positions. We can do so in the here and now without waiting for 
others to take leadership in transitioning to a more harmonious post-pandemic world. The future 
lies in deepening and acting on our connectedness to each other as a species in nature and in 


applying our human ethical intelligence to policymaking and problem-solving. 


About the Author 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Death of Neoliberalism 


Walden Bello 


In response to the cataclysm occasioned by the coronavirus, three lines of thinking are 
emerging, corresponding to three GTl scenarios: Market Forces, Policy Reform, and Great 


Transition. 


One line of thinking holds that, although the emergency necessitates extraordinary measures, 
the basic structure of production and consumption is sound and the problem lies in determining 
the moment when things can return to “normal.” This is the dominant opinion among political 


and business elites. 


Another response is that we are now in the “new normal,” and while the global economic system 
is not significantly off-kilter, important changes must be made to some of its elements, such as 
redesigning the workplace to accommodate the need for social distancing, strengthening public 


health systems, and even moving towards a “universal basic income.” 


A third reaction sees in the pandemic an opportunity for transforming a system ridden with 
deep economic and political inequalities and ecological destabilization. The imperative is 

not to accommodate a “new normal” but to decisively move toward a qualitatively new 
economic system. In the Global North, the needed transformation is often articulated in the 
form of demands for a “Green New Deal” marked by significant socialization of production and 
investment, democratization of economic decision-making, and radical reductions in income 
inequality. In the Global South, proposed strategies stress the opportunity offered by the 


pandemic to tackle deep-seated economic, social, and political inequalities. 
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This Time is Really Different 


The first two perspectives downplay the possibilities for radical change. The tacit assumptions is 
that the popular response will be much like that during the 2008 financial crisis with people feeling 


dislocated but with no appetite for radical change. This view is mistaken. 


Crises do not always result in significant change. It is the synergy between an objective condition 
(.e., a systemic crisis) and subjective reaction (i.e., psychological response) that is decisive. The 
global financial crisis of 2008 was a profound crisis of capitalism, but the subjective condition of 
popular alienation from the system had not yet reached a critical mass. The boom created by debt- 
financed consumer spending left people, while shocked by the crisis, not deeply alienated from the 


system itself. 


Things are different today. The level of discontent and alienation with neoliberalism was already 
very high in the Global North before the coronavirus hit, owing to the establishment's inability to 
reverse the decline in living standards as inequality skyrocketed in the dreary decade that followed 
the financial crisis. In the US, this period has been perceived as a time of bank bailouts, widespread 
foreclosures, and large-scale unemployment. In much of Europe, especially in its southern countries, 
the popular experience of the last decade can be captured in one word: austerity. In much of the 
Global South, the chronic crisis of underdevelopment under peripheral capitalism, exacerbated by 
neoliberal “reforms” since the 1980s, has long since shredded the legitimacy of key institutions of 


globalization like the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and World Trade Organization. 


The coronavirus pandemic, in short, roared through an already destabilized global economic 
system suffering from a deep crisis of legitimacy. A mass perception of astonishing elite 


incompetence is connecting to the already deep-seated feelings of resentment and anger. 


The global establishment will, of course, try to bring back the “old normal.” But there is simply too 
much anger, too much resentment, too much insecurity. The recent massive fiscal and monetary 
interventions of capitalist states, though insufficient, have underlined for people what is possible 
under another system with different priorities and values. Neoliberalism is dying; the only question 


is whether its passing will be swift or slow. 
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But What Next? 
Only the left and the right are serious contenders in this race to bring about another system. 


Progressives have proposed many exciting ideas over the last few decades for a truly systemic 
transformation. These go beyond the left-wing technocratic Keynesianism of Joseph Stiglitz and 
Paul Krugman to embrace structural change. Among these radical alternatives are the Green New 
Deal, democratic socialism, degrowth, deglobalization, ecofeminism, food sovereignty, and buen 


vivir. 


However, these strategies have not yet been translated into a critical mass on the ground. The usual 
explanation for this is that people are “not ready for them.” Perhaps more significant is that most 
people still associate these dynamic streams of the left with the center-left. The masses cannot 

yet distinguish these strategies and their advocates from the social democrats in Europe and the 
Democratic Party in the US that sought to provide a “progressive” face for the discredited neoliberal 


system. 


In the Global South, left-wing parties’ leadership of or participation in liberal democratic 
governments led to their discrediting when these coalitions adopted neoliberal measures. The “Pink 
Tide” in Latin America ran into its own contradictions given its dependence on resource extraction, 
and communist states in East Asia became state capitalist systems infused with a strong dose of 
neoliberalism. Once seen as a break with the past, the Concertacion in Chile, the Workers’ Party 

in Brazil, Chavismo in Venezuela, and the so-called Beijing Consensus are now seen as part of that 


past. 


This unfortunate legacy must be decisively pushed aside if progressives are to connect with and 


transform the mass anger and ressentiment now boiling over into a positive, liberating force. 
Advantage: Far Right 


Unfortunately, the extreme right is best positioned to take advantage of global discontent. Even 
before the pandemic, extreme-right parties opportunistically cherry-picked elements of the anti- 
neoliberal program of the independent left. They put the critique of globalization, the expansion 


of the “welfare state,” and greater state intervention in the economy into a right-wing gestalt. In 
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Europe, radical right parties, such as the National Front in France, the Danish People’s Party, the 
Freedom Party in Austria, and the Fidesz Party in Hungary, abandoned parts of the old neoliberal 
program. They proclaimed they were for the welfare state and more protection of the economy 
from international engagements, but exclusively for the benefit of people with “right skin color,” the 
“right culture,” the “right” ethnic stock, the “right religion.” Essentially, it is the old “national socialist” 
class-inclusivist but racially and culturally exclusivist formula. Unfortunately, it works, as shown by 
the string of electoral successes of the far right that have pirated large sectors of social democracy’s 


working-class base. 


Meanwhile in the Global South, charismatic leaders with cross-class appeal, like Rodrigo Duterte in 
the Philippines and Narendra Modi in India, harnessed discontent with long-time liberal democratic 
regimes, whose severely unequal social structures belied their democratic pretensions, for 
authoritarian projects. Their ascent sidelined progressive parties that had either compromised with 
neoliberalism, were imprisoned in classist paradigms, or were debilitated by sectarian feuds. Now, 
with containing the coronavirus as an excuse, these authoritarian personalities have tightened their 


repressive hold on the political system with extremely high levels of mass approval. 


..But Don’t Count Out the Left 


One would be foolish, however, to discount the possibility of a resurgence of the left. History 

has a complex dialectical movement punctuated by unexpected developments that open up 
opportunities for those bold enough to seize them. But history is also unforgiving and intolerant 
of making the same mistake twice. Should progressives again allow discredited social democrats 
in Europe and centrist Democrats in the US to drag progressive politics back to a new compromise 


with a dying neoliberalism, the consequences can be fatal. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Harbingers of the Possible 


Kavita Byrd 


Paul Raskin’s prescient Journey to Earthland told us our future could go in one of three ways: 


basic continuity (Conventional Worlds); a Fortress society (Barbarization); or a new ecological 
civilization of community, justice, and thriving (Great Transitions). We can safely say that with 
the advent of COVID-19, the first of those options is now effectively out of the running. Which of 
the two others, poised at opposite ends of the spectrum where centrism is no longer possible, 


do we choose? 


Our action or inaction will decide. If we want the third scenario, it is up to us to act. The second 
is the default trajectory, to which our inaction will lead. Do we descend into barbarism and 
defeat or take courage in hand and make an evolutionary leap to redemption and renewal? 


There is no going back to normal. 


Many people see the coronavirus crisis as a one-off event. But we have to see the bigger 
systemic picture—the background of the global capitalist system that fueled the crisis, and will 
cause many more to come, cascading into further crises and ultimate collapse, if we do not 


wake up now, take the reins in our hands, and radically change course. 


How have we arrived at this point, and what can we do about it? The pandemic, like climate 
change and other socio-ecological crises we are facing, is a direct consequence of the global 
capitalist system, which has both destroyed the balance of nature that sustains us and 
dispensed with social safety nets, rights, and justice, all for the sake of the profits of the weathy 
and powerful. The coronavirus is at once an offshoot of these interlinked crises and a herald of 
what might come—a blaring red alarm signaling the political, ecological, and now 


epidemiological disaster zones to which our unsustainable global market system is driving us. 
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The global capitalist system has not only caused the crisis, but it is also now capitalizing on the 
panic to push through draconian measures of social control, bail out the big banks and fossil fuel 
interests, gut climate change policy and actions, and isolate people at just the time when public 
protest against ecological collapse was gathering momentum. In this way, the neoliberal order 
morphs into martial law when its own injustices and depredations are laid bare and its hegemony 


threatened. 


This potential for growing totalitarianism is also now greatly enhanced by the new technological 
powers of digital surveillance. In a pandemic, disaster and surveillance capitalism can fuse together 


to form an inescapable mesh, a kind of medical/martial digitally enhanced fascism. 


Lest there be any doubt at this point, capitalism and technology cannot solve our crises. They are 
what led us here in the first place. Those at the helm of our systems, the very people who caused 
the crises, will now try to profit off them, at the expense not only of our rights and freedoms, but 


also increasingly of our very lives. 


So much for the bad news. What about the good, and how can we enhance it? 


The positive potential of the crisis lies not only in the growing expressions of love and caring that 
are sprouting now all around the world, but also in the recognition of the fragility of our systems 
and the dawning realization that we need vitally to change them. We vitally need to rise above the 
blinders of our self-interest and express our love and connectedness at all levels—personal, local, 


and global. 


The love and interconnectedness we are seeing—selfless acts of kindness, neighbors helping each 
other, local self-reliance, community mutual aid groups—are the seeds of another possible future. 
Yet it is critical that they be scaled up to encompass the systemic dimension as well as personal 
and local expressions. The spirit of interconnection must be translated into large-scale, deep-rooted 
changes: a whole-scale transformation to an equitable, just, and regenerative system, the spirit of 


love expressed in our consciousness, actions, and world. 


There are three other positives coming out of this crisis, all heralds of what is possible. First, the 
Earth has been given a rest from our relentless assaults on her, with immediate positive effects. 


Carbon emissions have plummeted, birds are singing, waters are clearing, the sky is turning blue. 
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This proves that nature can regenerate quickly if we just change our ways. It is only business-as- 


usual that has guaranteed our demise through climate change and ecological collapse. 


The second is that we got to see what is essential—essential goods and services, as well as our 


essential human goodness. We saw the benefits of scaling down our consumption and frenetic 


lifestyle. It is time to take stock of what we really need and want, and to create systems that reflect 


it. 


The third positive sign is that now we know our governments can make radical, massive changes 
virtually overnight. There is no more excuse that rapid systems change is not possible: we have 
seen how quickly governments can act when they want to. They have not done so for climate 
change and our other impending ecological disasters only because they did not perceive it as in 
their interests. But it is in all of our interests to save our dying planet, to reverse the destruction of 


nature’s balance that is now threatening all of us. 


Thus, the crisis pulls us in two directions: either toward a greater consolidation of elite power, 
leading to further breakdown and a normalization of martial law, or toward a breakthrough moving 
forward to a world of cooperation, community, social justice, and love. Which will become the 

new normal? It is up to us. If we can connect the dots of the positive potentials emerging—the 
awakening of love and interconnectedness, the discovery of what is essential, the regenerative 
power of nature, the potential of governments to act fast for radical change—we have a potent, 


fertile basis to bring in a beautiful future—but only if we come together and act before it is too late. 


The future can go either way: a Fortress society of martial law controlling our bodies and 
movements from birth to death, crushing human rights and life itself, or a just, loving, caring world, 
a reverence for the sacred on this Earth and beyond. This choice is a very simple one, but also a 


fatefully urgent one: our life and death literally hang upon it. 


Things will not go back to normal. The question is, which path do we want to take going forward? 
We—the people, for our own sake and that of our sacred planet—must actively choose, and then 
come together and act. For the sake of all life, now and for all time to come. There is no other 


alternative. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Power of Sorrow 


Maurie Cohen 


Despite the scale and severity of the COVID-19 pandemic, commentators have not been shy in 
offering all manner of confident observations about its eventual social outcomes. With respect 
to the United States, contentions have ranged from George Packer's claim that the coronavirus 
exposes the country as a “failed state” to assertions that we stand on the threshold of a 
prospective “sustainability transition” (or, broader yet, a Great Transition). | have myself been 


guilty of flirting with the latter claim. 


Getting an ultimately accurate grip on what comes next is an incredibly difficult undertaking, 
and we would do well to acknowledge that the future is profoundly unknowable and probably 
impossible to ascertain. In short, anyone who suggests otherwise—no matter how many 
impressive credentials are appended to his or her name—is probably just spinning a 


magnificent tale. 


Writing in a different venue in early March, | noted that “COVID-19 is simultaneously a public 
health emergency and a real-time experiment in downsizing the consumer economy.” 
Numerous others have made much the same point, with most ecologically minded pundits 
noting the improvements in air quality, reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, and other 
environmental co-benefits of putting large parts of the global economy into an induced coma. 
Though it is not always fully explicit, the prevalent view among such analysts is that an 
extended economic recession—or worse—will trigger long-awaited systemic change. | have, 
though, been wondering whether this characterization misses what may eventually turn out to 
be the most reverberating facet of the pandemic, namely the political ramifications of sadness 


and bereavement. 
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With more than 100,000 people dead in the United States as | write this (nearly half of these 
fatalities attributable to the sluggishness of the public health response according to a recent 
Columbia University study), and another 40 million (1 in 4 workers) officially rendered unemployed, 
it would seem, at least statistically speaking, difficult to find anyone in the country who has not 


been at least indirectly touched by the pandemic. 


However, we know that the coronavirus outbreak has not hit communities equally. Even on the 
basis of the partial epidemiological data on hand today, we know that the crisis has inflicted a 
higher toll on some locales while leaving others relatively unscathed. And because the extent of 


the tragedy has thus far mostly been experienced on a familial level, we cannot yet appreciate 


the collective grief that is likely to become manifest as neighbors emerge from quarantines 
and conduct a mutual accounting of their losses. The pain is likely to become even more acute 
as awareness takes hold that the human toll has been significantly amplified by a shameful 


combination of political contempt, unbridled corruption, and utterly inept decision-making. 


There is a tendency to think about lamentation in terms of passivity and withdrawal, though that is 
a mistake. Historical precedent demonstrates that sorrow can be a powerful driver of social change. 
Mobilizations like the American and South African civil rights movements, the HIV/AIDS direct 
actions, the pre-1989 democracy campaigns in Eastern Europe, and the various “color” revolutions 
of the past two decades illustrate how private anguish can turn into political rage. What is the 
likelihood that the most important consequence of COVID-19 will be its role in catalyzing fervent 


mobilizations for justice and sustainability? 


A useful source on this question is the pioneering work of sociologist Kai Erikson, who devoted 
several decades to artful study of communities victimized by industrial disasters and other incidents 
involving human-perpetuated adversity. One of his most important insights is that trauma is not 
only a clinical psychological state. We should not presume that the condition only visits individuals 
who have been subjected to overwhelming atrocities like war or rape. Trauma, he argues, can 

also be a communal experience, a condition that becomes woven into the organic circuitry of our 


common being. 
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Erikson focused his finely tuned ethnographic skills on communities seeking financial recompense 
after suffering irremediable harms. What resonates for current purposes is the indignation that 
exposure to randomized illness can catalyze, and he provocatively termed it a “new species of 


trouble.” 


In addition, there is a powerful similarity between Erikson’s accounts of chemical contamination 
and the bungled policy response to the coronavirus outbreak: responsible parties mount a 
headlong rush to characterize both types of untoward events as inexplicable and entirely 
unexpected “natural disasters.” What could we do? How could we have known? The circumstances 


caught us completely by surprise. 


The consequences of COVID-19, at least as far as the United States is concerned, cannot be waved 
away as enigmatic instances of misfortune—“acts of God.” Once we debunk the erroneous idea 
that there is something natural about these events, the deep-seated reflex to seek retribution 


becomes palpable, and as past calamities show, almost uncontainable. 


After all, adversity can be a formidable teacher. In his classic book Everything in Its Path, which 
chronicles the societal effects of a devastating dam collapse on the residents of a valley in West 


Virginia, Erikson quotes a respondent from the community of Buffalo Creek: 


The disaster that happened to us, | believe it opened up a lot of people's eyes... .! believe there will be 
wars, and there will be a bomblike thing that will just destroy this place to pieces. Somebody, some 
fool, is going to blow it all to pieces. Sure as I'm sitting here and you're sitting here, itll happen... .So 
the flood has more or less opened up my imagination. It’s got me thinking more and more about the 
way of life we're having to live, the way our kids is going to have to live, and things like that. | wasn't 
thinking about those things before the flood. It just seemed like it woke up a new vision, | guess you'd 


call it, or what is and what used to be. 


This is not an idiosyncratic comment. The literature on poisoned and broken communities is full 
of similar statements. Moreover, anyone who has ever visited one of these ill-fated places, sat in a 
courtroom listening to the heart-wrenching testimony of victims, or even watched a dramatized 
Hollywood depiction like Erin Brockovich or A Civil Action will recognize this emotional outpouring. 
In fact, the frequency of its occurrence prompts Erikson to describe it as a “syndrome.” In other 


words, the trauma of corporate and government malfeasance, when coupled with lies, deceit, and 
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self-serving blame-shifting, leads to a process of political radicalization—and this can consume 
both individuals and entire communities. We should not be surprised to discover in the months 
ahead that a biological contagion, when inserted into a dysfunctional political system that disdains 


science and displays limitless guile, sparks a similar reaction. 


| drafted this commentary in mid-May, prior to the heinous killing of George Floyd and the swelling 
street protests that erupted in subsequent days. From my vantage point, the recent public response 
provides confirming evidence of the central contention about the tendency of collective trauma to 


reshape prevalent worldviews. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


A Jolt in Consciousness 
Arthur Dahl 


We are at a tipping point, where the future could go in any of the three directions of GTI's 
scenarios: the basic continuity of Conventional Worlds, the descent of Barbarization, or the 
progression of Great Transitions. Powerful forces are mobilizing enormous financial resources 

to return to business-as-usual for the benefit of the rich and powerful, planting the seeds of 

the next crisis in the process. At the same time, the world could easily turn towards barbarism as 
authoritarian politicians fan the flames of populism, xenophobia, racism, and fragmentation 


feeding off the anger and frustration of those left behind by the neoliberal economy. 
How do we resist these forces of disintegration and tip the balance towards the Great Transition? 


The forces of integration have also been building momentum, with information systems uniting 
the world as never before and empowering a sense of belonging to one human family. Increasing 
numbers, particularly among the young, are working to overcome the forces that divide us and to 
lay the foundations for an emerging world civilization. Until now, they have had little success in 


overcoming the momentum of the dominant system. 


The COVID-19 pandemic has created possibilities that previously seemed unrealistic. The 

brakes have been slammed on the globalized economy that has been plundering the planet's 
resources, affecting every country simultaneously. The unsustainable debt bubble that has been 
maintaining economic momentum is now expanding, fed by massive government expenditures 
to prevent economic collapse, making a financial crisis almost inevitable. While wealthy urban 
areas were struck first, it was only a matter of time before COVID-19 hit Third World cities and the 


rural poor, disrupting agriculture and raising the risk of global famine. None of this has reversed 
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the climate crisis that is setting back development and imposing increasing costs on society. The 
chaos and suffering on the horizon could be horrendous. It is hard to imagine how we might return 
to life as it was before. At the same time, many obstacles to change are being weakened or swept 


away. 


The door may now be opening for a significant transformation in human society. A consumerist 
lifestyle that seemed essential to many now appears superficial and meaningless, as more 
important human values and social relationships emerge. People that labored invisibly in the lower 
reaches of our communities suddenly are appreciated for the critical services they perform. The 
persistence of poverty in distant countries that has long been ignored is now understood as an 


immediate threat to our global future. 


A complete reimagining of the whole economic system may be necessary to start over on a more 
moderate, just, and sustainable basis. What should be our priority faced with such challenges? 
Beyond assuring our immediate health and safety, there is a desperate need for positive ways 
forward. In part, these must be spiritual in nature, reinforcing a sense of solidarity for all the 
members of our human family, building a spirit of community with everyone of good will, and 
helping people to rise to their higher human purpose. More generally, many around the world 

are questioning the basic assumptions underlying our consumer society and asking fundamental 
questions about what is really important in life. They are finding that much of what they considered 
necessities were not after all. Cut off from normal interactions, they are discovering how important 


human contact and social relationships really are. 


This can help to build wide public support for rapid and constructive change, the paradigm shift 
called for in the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda, a fundamental transformation to a society and 


economy rooted in justice and sustainability. 


We now have an opportunity to imagine in more detail what the Great Transition might do to 
address the crises that are now so obvious. What global health system should we build that would 
guarantee to every human being an adequate level of care in a pandemic, as well as during normal 
times, and that would integrate the world’s capacities to respond to such emerging threats? How 


might we use the new information technologies to better coordinate global food production, 
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both ensuring decent incomes to farmers and rural workers at the base of supply chains, and 
guaranteeing a healthy diet to everyone on the planet? What global financial syste could raise the 
revenue to provide such services as basic human rights through graduated taxation on all forms of 
wealth creation, guaranteeing a minimum income to everyone in need, and preventing the present 
excessive accumulation of individual wealth? What system of global governance could ensure 
world peace, protect and manage the global environmental commons, eliminate corruption and 


extreme inequality, and ensure national autonomy and diversity in a spirit of subsidiarity?! 


We need to be able to convince both world leaders and the global public that there are practical 
and positive ways forward towards the Great Transition, and that now is the time to start. We may 
not be able to prevent the crises on the immediate horizon, but we can already start planning and 
building what should come after. We do not have all the answers, but we have through our values 
a direction of travel and a willingness to learn. If we share openly, listen to each other in all our 
diversity, explore contributions from whatever source, act on the best ideas, and reflect together 
on the results, we can move forward. In these dark times, we all need to rise to the occasion and to 


face the future positively and creatively. 


Endnotes 


1, See my recent book with Augusto Lopez-Claros and Maja Groff: Global Governance and the 
Emergence of Global Institutions for the 21st Century (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2020). 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Risk of Progressive Reversal 


Frank Fischer 


Thinking about the post-pandemic future and the scenarios that could emerge is as challenging 
as it is important. One cannot conceive of a more pressing issue for a progressive movement. 


Finding a workable response is thus of critical importance. 


There is, in my reading, a general tendency on the political left to acknowledge the severity 

of the coronavirus crisis, but then to shift immediately to the possibilities for a major societal 
transformation. | find this optimism commendable but not always persuasive. As much of it— 
understandably—seems oriented as much toward what should be as to what is, | worry about 
overreach. The discussion too often lacks the kind of strategic thinking we need to get toa 


desirable future. 


To be sure, uncertainty about how the crisis will play out makes it difficult to decide how to 
respond. The wide range of potential implications makes it all the more important to stand 
behind the commitments of the Great Transition Initiative, its dedication to social equality and 
political democracy, in particular. By and large, though, we are engaged in a theoretical 
discourse embraced by progressive intellectuals and activists, not one widely shared by most 


people around the world. That could change, but it is not the case at the present time. 


Still, there are ongoing practical experiments of strategic relevance for a societal transition. 
Decentralized ecocommunal movements around the world, including urban and rural 
ecovillages, can offer promising alternatives, foundations on which to scale upwards or launch 
new experiments. However, these initiatives remain small and relatively uninfluential measured 


against the size and power of the capitalist mega-machine pushing to return to pre-crisis ways. 
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As suggested by the authoritarian measures that have been imposed, there is a serious risk 

of conservative forces prevailing. In any case, these forces will not go away. Given the massive 
unemployment, major economic disruption, and widespread social anxiety brought by the 
coronavirus crisis, large numbers of people will unwittingly embrace the paternalist system of a 
political strongman, first and foremost in the desperate effort to feed their families. In contrast to 
the older view that people will rise up when things get bad enough, historical sociology shows 
that this is more likely when lives seem to have gotten better, coupled with new possibilities worth 


struggling for. 


Unfortunately, still missing at the moment is a powerful movement that can articulate a clear and 
convincing message capable of rallying sufficiently large numbers around the globe to the cause. 
The program of such a movement needs to include essential elements of democratic socialism, but 
these ideals and practices have regrettably been discredited by the majority, especially in the US. To 
be sure, Bernie Sanders generated immense interest in this alternative among young people, but 


this is not yet the grounds for an emerging revolution. 


Arguably, it is more likely that the crisis will set back progressive movements than facilitate them. 
People worried about their basic safety are not particularly interested in new social experiments. 
For many, the known system will appear to offer a safer bet. This will certainly be the case for the 
middle and upper echelons of contemporary society, whose fealty will enable established political 


and economic leaders to resume their activities with little decisive resistance. 


In fact, we already see a rapid return of the old politics and the economic relations it promotes. For 
example, in San Francisco, the city’s billionaires are fighting the efforts of the local government to 
address coronavirus-related problems, especially those concerning the large homeless population. 
In Berlin, the older mainstream lines of political contention are reappearing as the country opens 
up: Lufthansa gets massively bailed out, but the essential workers, jobless, and social welfare 


recipients receive only minimal gains. 


Globally, we will most likely experience a combination of something resembling the existing 
capitalist order coexisting with a Fortress World. The great instability and the rhetoric of fear, 


accompanied by promises of protection, will lead many to support the politics of the strongman. 
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This may result in further COVID-19 setbacks that wipe out whatever progressive gains had been 


made, Bolsonaro’s Brazil offering a sad example. 


How should we then orient ourselves? In my view, the best strategy was laid out by the French 
philosopher and labor activist Andre Gorz. We need to pursue “structural reforms” (or “non- 
reformist reforms’), strategically moving ahead piece-by-piece where openings present themselves. 
But, crucially, these moves must be structurally related to a progressive agenda: they need to ensure 


and facilitate additional steps forward in political pursuit of the progressive agenda. 


We need to think positively, but, in the process, we must be careful not to delude ourselves into 
believing that we are on the cusp of a Great Transition. In a more just world, the coronavirus crisis 
could well open the way for a major societal transition. But we are not living in such a world and 
need to think strategically in light of current political conditions, taking advantage of openings 
that present themselves along the way. As long as we do not lose the vision of the much-needed 
societal transition, a strategic focus on non-reformist reforms should be a central part of the way 


forward. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Coping with Barbarization 


Herman Greene 


It is difficult to see a good outcome from COVID-19 over the next few years. It has been clear 
since the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic that there would be 
extensive illness and loss of life, but we do not know how severe the pandemic will be or how 
long it will last, or to what degree the global economy will suffer from mitigation efforts. Yet 


many had the hope that the tragedy would bring refreshing unity and common purpose. 


But in the US, at least, this was not to be so. Trump refused to assert national leadership, blamed 
the crisis on China and the WHO, and tweeted away with distracting and divisive messaging. 
Walmart was deemed an essential business, while small businesses that sold similar hardware, 
toys, clothing, and accessories were required to shut down. Conservative America, strong in 
rural areas where rates of virus infection have been relatively low, resented the lockdown. 
Health care workers hailed as national heroes received little hazardous duty pay, nor did low- 
income workers deemed essential. Depression, anxiety, and alcohol consumption grew. Millions 
upon millions lost their jobs, and many of those had no recourse to unemployment assistance. 
The US closed its borders and expelled undocumented immigrants, and states started requiring 


quarantines of incoming travelers from other states. 


Any illusion that the pandemic would bring people closer together with common purpose was 
shattered with the murder of George Floyd. The racism at the heart of American history since 
the founding of the Republic was horrifically displayed. For black people, the capitalist economy 
has not delivered prosperous lives, and the criminal justice and legal system has not protected 
rights and liberties. Some see black slavery and violence against blacks as endemic to the 


American economic and political system, with no hope that it could ever be different. White 
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supremacist groups, such as the Boogaloo Bois, prepared for and even tried to foment a second 


American civil war. 


The economy of the rich became even further detached from the lives of everyday Americans. 
While the economic outlook worsened, the stock market recovered. It represents the fortunes 
of America’s biggest companies, which have grown stronger at the expense of small and local 
businesses and workers—100,000 businesses have closed and up to 7.5 million may fail. Wages, 
stagnant for forty years, fell. Many of the millions of unemployed are increasingly dependent on 
the gig economy, and are handicapped by child care and elder care responsibilities. Twenty-one 
percent of children in the US live in households below the federal poverty level. The market and 


the economy continue to funnel money to the well-to-do, and inequality grows. 


The federal deficit and debt have exploded. Modern monetary theory says a country can never fail 
to service its debt if its debt is in its own currency. The dollar should suffer against other currencies 
as the US debt-to-GDP level approaches World War II levels, yet everyone everywhere wants 
dollars. Now, with the federal government having spent so much on COVID-19 and state revenues 
plunging, the prospects for the Green New Deal, infrastructure spending, guaranteed health care, 


and full employment are much worse than three months ago. 


In terms of GTI’s taxonomy of the future, Market Forces is winning—large corporations and finance 


are stronger than ever, and Policy Reform is at a standstill. Greater authoritarian rule combined 
with more surveillance is a strong possibility in the US and elsewhere. Many people are already 
suffering from social breakdown, and their situations will likely get worse. Eco-communalism as an 
alternative lifestyle is in many cases a luxury of a thriving economy; subsistence living whether 
from food banks, gardens, or barter will grow. The New Sustainability Paradigm—if it means a 


robust world economy without fossil fuels—is more distant than before and perhaps unachievable. 


Longer term, this decay may be clarifying. We are witnessing a failed social experiment and a 
failed ecological experiment. Environmentalists will see they cannot ride prosperity into a green 
utopia, and working people will see that the bargain they struck to support elites in exchange for 


economic growth is no longer viable. 
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Instead of change from above, change may have to come from below. If we can no longer make 
a better world, we can be a better world. That is our hope—not revolution, but communities of 


resistance and renewal. What lies ahead will not be stable. We must labor not knowing the outcome. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Fortress World Is Our World 


Shalmali Guttal 


We were already on the way to variations of Fortress World before COVID-19: right-wing, 
authoritarian/fascist regimes have been able to capture political power riding on the 
immiseration, anxieties, and frustration resulting from global capitalism and corporate 
globalization, while progressive political-societal forces have not been able to unite resistance 


and create spaces for alternative systems to flourish. 


COVID-19 has made visible the stark realities of inequality across the world. Class and social 
privilege, race/ethnicity, gender, occupation, and age determine who are most vulnerable to 
the virus and who suffer the worst impacts of the pandemic, including the economic, social, 
and political ramifications of the measures taken by many governments to contain the disease. 
While heredity is important, pre-existing health conditions of co-morbidity also exist because of 
and are exacerbated by entrenched inequalities, which determine work conditions and 
environments, as well as access to good-quality health care, diets, and facilities to prevent 
disease—e.g., regular water supply, sanitation, housing that allows physical distancing/ 


quarantine, personal protective equipment (PPE), etc. 


Inequalities also determine whose interests shape responses to the pandemic. The most 
common response by many governments has been to impose lockdowns that severely restrict 
the movement of people and goods, curtail service provision, and practically halt economic 
activity, including food production, storage, and distribution, but without the required testing, 
tracing, and treatment, and little or no support for those who do not have homes where they 
can distance (or even shelter from weather and pollution) and for whom the loss of daily 
income leads to hunger. Across Asia, millions of informal sector, agricultural, and construction 


workers are stranded without incomes, shelter, food, water, and health care. Restrictions on 
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movement, closure of local markets, absence of credit, etc, have hit small-scale food producers 


hard, setting the stage for food shortages and food price hikes. 


Lockdowns have been particularly brutal in India and the Philippines, where they have been 
enforced through police-military presence. In India, millions of workers walked for days to reach 
their villages, carrying their children and meager belongings, brutalized along the way by 
shocking acts of police violence and detention in unsafe spaces. In the Philippines, more than 
30,000 people have been arrested for quarantine violations, and incidents of police-military 
violence against quarantine violators are on the rise, including holding detainees in dog cages in 


the mid-day heat. 


Robust public health/welfare systems require public provision of essential goods, services, adequate 
food and shelter, safe working and living environments, social protection, and fundamental rights/ 
liberties. Given the seriousness of COVID-19 and the hardships resulting from lockdowns, peoples’ 
access to accurate, updated information about the disease, about measures necessary to contain 
and treat it, and about sources of medical, social, and economic support assume heightened 


importance. 


However, not only is such information scarce, but many governments are also taking measures to 
control public discourse, using the pandemic to cement authoritarian rule and erode human rights. 
Emergency powers invoked by governments allow them to control all aspects of governance, 
administration, and security with no democratic oversight. While the fine print varies across 


countries, there are many dangerous commonalities: full control over financial allocations; power 


to authorize the use of deadly force; unlimited surveillance of telecommunications; control of 
conventional and social media; restrictions on freedom of speech, movement, and assembly; 
suspension of constitutional provisions and due processes of justice; and powers to put in place any 


measures considered necessary in a state of emergency. 


Many of these trends were already on the rise pre-COVID. Now, they are justified on the pretext of 
“orotecting the public.” Across Asia, doctors, nurses, health workers, researchers, journalists, lawyers, 
bloggers, and social media users have been penalized for sharing information about local/national 
conditions or questioning government actions on the grounds that they spreading fake news 

and creating panic and unrest. In India, the government is using COVID-19 emergency powers to 
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settle political scores despite the fact that living conditions in detention are especially dangerous 
in the midst of a pandemic. Public health and human rights advocates have pointed out that the 
overcrowded jails and detention centers in Asia are dangerous petri dishes for the coronavirus. 
Prisoners and prison officials in the Quezon City Jail in the Philippines and India have already tested 
positive. Equally alarming are the growing waves of prejudice and social discrimination against 
particular religious and ethnic communities, genders, working classes, and indigenous peoples, 


holding them responsible for the spread of the virus. 


In times of crises, human rights, civil liberties, and democratic oversight are often the first systemic 
casualties. Joseph Cannataci, the UN special rapporteur on the right to privacy, recently warned in 
an interview that “dictatorships and authoritarian societies often start in the face of a threat,” and 
cautioned on the importance of being vigilant today and not giving away all our freedoms. On 
March 16, several UN Special Rapporteurs on human rights issued a statement asking governments 
to avoid “overreach” of security measures, ensure that human rights are at the core of public health 
efforts, and not use COVID-19 related emergency measures to target particular groups, minorities, or 


individuals, and to quash dissent. 


One of the biggest dangers of measures adopted during exceptional circumstances is that they 

can persist indefinitely. Digital surveillance—which had already started expanding over the past 
several years—is increasingly being used to tackle COVID-19 with the acquiescence (or ignorance) of 
people and spearheaded by digital technology companies. Many pathogens that cause epidemics/ 
pandemics remain in our ecosystems, and there is enough reason to believe that there will be future 
outbreaks with mutated, stronger genotypes. Experiences of tackling past epidemics/pandemics are 
important in addressing future ones. But we do not know how data collected through surveillance 
technologies today will be used tomorrow, especially when democratic safeguards are not in place 


and civil liberties are increasingly suspended. 


We are in a time when our systems are overwhelmed trying to deal with a powerful, little- 
understood virus, the media is rife with conspiracy theories and misleading narratives, and 
discrimination and political persecution are gaining an upper hand. This is a time when we, as the 
public, can and must develop and socialize our proposals for rebuilding strong public infrastructure 
and systems for public health, goods, services, social protection, human rights, and democracy, 


with special provisions for the most vulnerable: the precariat, migrant workers, small-scale food 
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producers, indigenous peoples, and, among all these, women, who are usually the primary care 
providers. This is a time when we can start to transform our societies and countries towards equality, 
justice, and universal realization of human rights by building solidarity, economic and political 


systems from the ground up. 


A humane and just post-COVID scenario will require fundamental changes in our economic, 
institutional, and governance structures: corporations and financial markets must not be bailed out, 
and corporate power must be dismantled—especially in sectors with public interest implications, 
eg., food and agriculture, medicines and health, water and sanitation, energy, communications, 
transportation, and environmental protection. And we must distinguish our progressive strategies 
to combat financial and corporate globalization from those of right-wing regimes that foster racism, 


prejudice, and xenophobia while deepening ties with transnational capital. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Confronting Collapse 
Gwendolyn Hallsmith 


A quick survey of the GTl scenarios and the world around us will show that we slid from 
Conventional Worlds to Barbarization in the first three months of 2020. The threat of a 
Breakdown loomed amidst the economic fallout of the pandemic: over 40 million people 
unemployed in the US, for long food distribution lines, and homeless people put in parking lots 
for proper distancing. At the onset of summer, escalating violence bared the ugly teeth of 
Fortress World, as police across the country took violent actions against peaceful protesters and 


accelerationist provocateurs turned our cities into war zones. 
We are in the middle of an enormous change. 


Business closures, supply chain breakdowns, crumbling collateral, and vast new sovereign debt all 
form the winds of a perfect economic storm. Here in Vermont, the college system alone will 
need a bailout of $25 million, almost equal to its annual appropriation. Multiply that by all the 
colleges and universities in the world, and you get one small piece of the big picture. States and 
cities that rely on income, sales, and meals taxes are already going broke; we can add their 


annual budgets to the money needed for bailouts. 


Homeowners, tenants, and business owners are not paying rents, mortgages, and other debts. 
Student loans are not being paid back. The real estate under it all is for sale, including traditional 
institutions like colleges, churches, and commercial centers in downtowns. All this adds up to 


the conditions for a monetary meltdown like none we have ever seen. 


If countries retreat from international agreements as quickly as people locked down at the 
threat of contagion, we could see the return of hyperinflation, deflation, and/or devaluation of 


major world currencies like the dollar. As we pick up the pieces of the shattered economy, the 
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route to the Great Transition becomes clear: we need to recapture and democratize money as a 


lever for resource allocation and collective power. 
Lights in the Darkness 


Amidst the ever-present threat of collapse, we need to find new ways to exchange goods and 
services with each other when money is scarce or unreliable. Time banks, for example, allow 
people to trade using time instead of money. Here in Central Vermont, the Onion River Exchange 


has been operating for over ten years. Such time banks have been flourishing all over the world. 


The practice of business barter is not new: the Wir banking system in Switzerland, for instance, has 
been running a commercial barter currency for almost ninety years. It is easy for two contractors 
to trade with each other, but if a contractor wants to trade with someone who supplies 


agricultural amendments, Wir can help facilitate that the transaction. 


During the pandemic, mutual aid networks have blossomed all over the world. People have been 
pooling resources, volunteering time, and helping their neighbors through the crisis. What if these 
networks could be the foundation for basic income and provisioning for people without a reliance 


on money? Digital currency platforms like those developed by the Mutual Aid Network could help 


us accomplish that. 


Special-purpose currencies also have an essential role to play in this rethinking of money and 
exchange. One of the beauties of special-purpose currencies is that we can value things according 
to what our community thinks are important instead of what the financial markets prefer. The arts 
can be supported through an arts currency; ecological practices can be supported with currencies 
based on carbon reductions, damage remediation, water conservation, and waste cleanup. 
Having different kinds of money for different kinds of transactions makes a lot more sense on a 


finite planet than the one-size-fits-all system we have now. 


Eco-Communalism 


Here in Cabot, Vermont, you can see the tiny spring flowers of Eco-Communalism taking hold. 
Our ecovillage has weathered the storm of the pandemic largely by being far enough away from 


urban areas or tourist hubs. We have ramped up our food production, doubled the size of our 
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community garden, taken on sixty new chickens, planted mushrooms, and increased our 


greenhouse space. We are working hard to relocalize all aspects of our lives. 


We are already simultaneously in Breakdown, Fortress World, and 


Eco-Communalism, depending 


on where and how you live. My view is that a way of life more in harmony with nature is 


absolutely necessary for survival. The Great Transition is not a scenario; it is an imperative. If in the 


time of pandemic you are doing a lot less of what you thought was your “normal’ life and are 


constrained and frustrated, you probably need to find a different way of life, if you still can. If, like 


people living in ecological intentional communities, you are doing a lot more of your “normal” life, 


or your life hasn't changed all that much, the Great Transition is alive and well where you are. It is a 


choice that is possible to make. We need a lot more people to make it. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Collective Action: The Ultimate Vaccine 


Sahan Savas Karatasli 


There is probably no better demonstration of the claim that “it is much easier to imagine the 
end of the world than the end of capitalism” than the way governments have been responding 
to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The problem is not simply that the structural and 
ideological hegemony of capital accumulation prevents us from imagining alternative forms of 
organizing the economy, society, and politics. The real problem is that, short of a global 
revolution that replaces the current world order with an alternative form, endless accumulation 
of capital seems to be speeding up the coming of the end of the world at a much faster pace 
than its own demise. “Socialism or barbarism” was an appropriate slogan of the global left in the 
early twentieth century; today, it is more aptly “Socialism or apocalypse”’—a Great Transition or 


Barbarization, in the language of GI's scenarios. 


Let us look at the facts. The capitalist world-system in which we are living has proved to be 
completely incapable of dealing with such a pandemic, which is unfortunately the least of 
our problems, considering other forms of environmental, social, and geopolitical crises that 
are waiting at our door. Clearly, the problem at hand is not the lack of scientific knowledge, 
technology, and socio-political means necessary to stop the spread of a new virus. The real 
problem is that under capitalism any strategy or form of action that could potentially save 
thousands and millions of lives is immediately rejected if it has the side effect of temporarily 


halting or slowing down the pace of capital accumulation. 


It is crystal clear that the class character of the capitalist relations deeply contradicts states’ aims 
of protecting their citizens’ lives. When rulers around the world realize that they need to make a 


choice between risking either capital accumulation or human lives, they almost always opt for 
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risking the latter without much hesitation. This choice is self-evident in the hypocritical suggestions 
many governments have been making. Working-class people, who cannot afford to lose their jobs 
or their wages, are asked to not to go to work if they are sick, yet they are not granted any paid 

sick leave. People are advised to immediately seek medical aid when they show symptoms of high 
fever and dry cough, yet the right to universal health care and social security is still denied in many 
countries. For many precarious workers around the world who try to survive within the interstices of 
the informal economy, “social distancing” is not an option because it means hunger, homelessness, 


and starvation. 


What appear at the first sight as “ineffective government responses” to the pandemic, e.g, lack of 
extensive testing and transparency, turn out to be the most rational actions on capital's behalf 
based on simple cost-benefit calculations. Proposed strategies such as “flattening the epidemic 
curve” by means of social distancing and slowing down our interactions are counterproductive for 
capital accumulation. As far as capital accumulation is concerned, it is more rational to let the disease 
spread and wait for it to disappear by its own dynamic than to prolong social distancing. This “herd 
immunity” strategy is also a predatory accumulation strategy with genocidal repercussions on the 
elderly. By externalizing the responsibility of “social distancing’ to their citizens and by not helping 
them to prepare for the pandemic in a socially responsible way, many governments are already 


a“ 


following capital's “herd immunity” strategy without naming or intending it. 


It is important to note that although the pandemic helped a broad spectrum of the Left refresh 
their faith in their critique of capitalism, the Global Left has not been a major actor in shaping the 
response so far. The Global Right has been capitalizing on this pandemic more effectively than the 


global Left. Many people around the world have already been asking their governments to declare 


wu wu 


“curfews,” “stay at home orders,” “travel bans,” and further “limitations of rights and liberties” to stop 
the pandemic. This call for new “Leviathans” is an open invitation to the authoritarian right-wing 
leaders to grab power, as Viktor Orban did in Hungary. At the global level, the Chinese efforts to 
market its own strategy to contain the pandemic as a more successful model than the one currently 
being used by the declining world-hegemonic power also have the potential to reinforce illiberal 


tendencies. Ideas such as closing the borders, controlling immigration, increasing surveillance, and 
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using strategic censorship to avoid panic also resonate nicely with authoritarian nationalists seeking 


power elsewhere in the world, leading us toward a Fortress World future. 


The pandemic teaches the Global Left an important lesson: being right on a political issue is not 
sufficient to win a struggle. At first sight, the pandemic appears to be a huge opportunity for the 
Global Left because it reveals the hypocritical class character of our world in a very explicit manner 


even to the most skeptical eyes. In many parts of the world, different organizations have responded 


wu wi 1 


by making urgent demands such as “safer work conditions,” “paid sick leave,” “right to stay at home,’ 


“unemployment benefits,” or “rent freeze,” all of which now have a wider purchase. 


However, without a mass mobilization from below, such demands will remain mere abstractions. 
What is key for success is the coordination all of the independent efforts emerging on the ground 
and the formation of a horizontally linked “movement of movements” that would reflect the 
spontaneous energies of masses and their diverse demands from below. As we struggle to “flatten 
the epidemic curve" so that patients do not exceed the capacity of the health care system, we must 
also find ways to “unflatten the collective action curve.” Governments and businesses can ignore 
and suppress many particularistic, uncoordinated forms of spontaneous collective action easily 

if they are not clustered in space and time. However, if movements are clustered, the frequency, 
spread, and strength of these movements will surpass the capacity of governments and businesses 


to contain them. 


Our obsession with our particularistic experience at the present moment creates the dangerous 
illusion that the story told is not actually ours; it makes us believe that what we see elsewhere 

in the world is not linked to us. The extraordinary speed of the spread of the coronavirus makes 
clear what utter nonsense this egocentric and particularistic worldview is. We are living in a world 
where the fate of our lives depends on others not only in spatial-temporal terms but also in terms 
of asymmetric power relations. To emancipate all humans and other natural beings, we need 

to exterminate systems generating exploitation, oppression, and exclusion not only in our own 


geographies but everywhere they exist. 


That is why in addition to a movement of movements that operates at local and global levels, 


there must be an internationalist organization that defends and struggles for long-term and global 
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interests in order to articulate goals and demands and mount action strategies for advancing that 
vision. We will defeat the coronavirus disease in one way or another, but the exploitative, oppressive, 
and exclusionary systems that we are living in will survive. We must be ready for the more decisive 


struggles that await us. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Coronavirus as Crucible 


Jeremy Lent 


The impact of coronavirus will be huge. But it is not yet the crisis that could push our global 
society into the phase change required for the Great Transition. These two simple facts offer a 
valuable framework for thinking about how to respond most effectively to the current 


situation. 


To begin, let’s consider the magnitude of COVID-19's impact. A year or two from now, the 
virus itself will likely have become a manageable part of our lives—effective treatments will 
have emerged; a vaccine will be available. But the effect of coronavirus on our global 
civilization will only just be unfolding. The massive disruptions we're already seeing in our 


lives are just the first heralds of a historic transformation in political and societal norms. 


If COVID-19 were spreading across a stable and resilient world, its impact could be abrupt but 
contained. Leaders would consult together, economies would be disrupted temporarily, 
people would make do for a while with changed circumstances, and then, after the shock, 
things would return to normal. That is not, however, the world in which we live. Instead, the 
pandemic is revealing the structural faults of the system, which have been papered over for 
decades even as they've been growing worse. Gaping economic inequalities, rampant 
ecological destruction, and pervasive political corruption are all results of unbalanced 
systems relying on each other to remain precariously poised. Now, as one system 
destabilizes, expect others to tumble down in tandem in a cascade known by researchers as 
“synchronous failure.” The last time a disruption of such magnitude occurred was during the 
period of the Great Depression and World War Il, which shaped the geopolitical structure of 


our current world. 
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Coronavirus as a Crucible 


In just a few months, we have seen political and economic ideas seriously discussed that had 
previously been dismissed as fanciful or utterly unacceptable: universal basic income, government 
intervention to house the homeless, and state surveillance on individual activity, to name just a few. 
This is just the beginning of a process that will expand exponentially in the ensuing months, as the 


world begins to reel from the aftereffects of the shutdown. 


A crisis such as the coronavirus pandemic has a way of massively amplifying and accelerating 
changes that were already underway: shifts that might have taken decades can occur in weeks. Like 
a crucible, it has the potential to melt down the structures that currently exist and reshape them, 


perhaps unrecognizably. 


What might the new shape of society look like? There is a serious risk that the new stable state will 
be closer to a Fortress World, with increased state surveillance, empowered authoritarianism, further 
breakdowns in democratic norms, mega-corporations even more dominant, and heightened 
militarism in international relations. In contrast, as many have pointed out, there is also a resurgence 
in the values that would underlie a transformed world, such as mutual aid, compassionate 


community, grassroots empowerment, and global collaboration. 
The Next (Tidal) Wave 


However, no matter which way the crucible hardens, COVID-19 is not a big enough phenomenon 
to reshape the flawed foundation of our current worldview that has brought our civilization to its 
current predicament. Our dominant worldview is based on an underlying theme of separation: 
people are separate from each other, humans are separate from nature, and nature itself is no 
more than an economic resource. The value system built on this foundation is the ultimate cause 
of the world’s gaping inequalities, our roller-coaster global financial system, our failure to respond 
to climate breakdown, and our unsustainable frenzy of consumption. It provides the implicit basis 
for ruthless neoliberal policies, the domination of transnational corporations focused solely on 
shareholder returns, and the worldwide obsession with maintaining unsustainable GDP growth on 


a finite planet. 
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As our civilization hurtles toward the precipice through this century, we will encounter ever greater 
shocks that will make COVID-19 seem like a leisurely rehearsal by contrast. We can expect massive 
urban flooding, global famines, and overwhelming refugee crises that will shake the foundations of 
our civilization’s overbuilt edifice. As the interconnected links of our global system unravel, millions 
of people will reject the values that wrought this devastation, and look for a replacement. The value 
system they choose will determine whether this century ends in a Fortress World, a civilizational 
collapse, or a fundamental transition to a life-affirming world based on dignity and community: an 


ecological civilization. 


Coronavirus as a Trimtab 


This is the broader context that sheds light on the importance of COVID-19. By itself, this pandemic 
won't force the required change in our civilization’s direction, but it can begin to set a course away 
from the current trajectory of rampant self-destruction. Buckminster Fuller offered the brilliant 
metaphor of a trimtab, the miniature rudder in front of an ocean liner that helps the main rudder to 
shift direction almost effortlessly by changing the pressure in front of it. Similarly, we can view the 
potential for significant policy changes in the wake of coronavirus as a trimtab for the redirection of 


our global civilization that is the only way to avert catastrophe in the longer term. 


This suggests that the most skillful approach to the current situation is to identify those policy 
initiatives that are already garnering popular support—and can also serve as trimtabs to move our 
entire civilization toward a new trajectory. In my view, some of the highest potential trimtabs are 
the idea of a universal basic income, which is now being discussed favorably even in conservative 


mouthpieces such as the Financial Times; Kate Raworth’s “doughnut economics,” which is being 


used as a model for Amsterdam's coronavirus recovery plan; and full-scale implementation of a 


Green New Deal in the United States. 


Others may identify other trimtabs that are just as, or even more, effective. | simply offer this 
framework as a lens to view how we might skillfully prioritize the progressive forces unleashed by 


the current pandemic as preparation for the far greater disruptions yet to come. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Dignity Now 


Evelin Lindner 


What We Can Do 


We humans have dug ourselves into a multitude of perilous crises, both despite of and because 
of what we call progress. Still, few people seem to realize that we live in a historic moment 

of unparalleled promise. For the first time, humankind has the capacity to bring about the 
changes we need for a Great Transition. Unlike our forebears, we have the privilege of growing 
awareness of the planet-as-a-whole and the understanding that we humans are one species 
living on one tiny planet. The conditions are in place for nurturing mutual trust and solidarity as 
a global species, and acting to humanize globalization and reap the benefits that flow from our 


interdependence. 
What We Do 


Instead of realizing this potential, we continue to shred our relations with our habitat and with 
each other—ecocide and sociocide. We degrade our sociosphere and our cogitosphere, our 
sphere of thinking and reflection, to the point of compromising the resilience of the ecosphere, 


a path to our collective suicide as a species. 


At the current historical juncture, two new historic forces—the emergence of a globalized 
system and the rise of human rights ideals—combine to leave a gap between the expectation 
of living lives of dignity and the ubiquitous humiliation that continues to infuse actual lives. 


Rampant humiliation can turn a potentially united “global village” into a divided war zone. 


Humiliation today is a product of a world-system that gives priority to the maximization of profit 
rather than of the common good, a dehumanizing state of affairs that penetrates every corner 


of the world. The coronavirus pandemic was an outcome of this predicament. The obsession 
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with profit at any cost brings humans in contact with devastating novel pathogens, while 


downplaying decades of warnings. 


The tragedy of our moment is thus the gap between the immense historic opportunity waiting to 
be seized and the world of crises we let persist through our myopia and inaction. Indeed, Paul 


Raskin’s Barbarization scenarios have arrived. 


The Spirit of Love 


All my life, | have been preparing for the next “Eleanor Roosevelt moment,” when a window of 
opportunity would open for human dignity to get the attention it deserves. In the global dignity 
movement that | have helped to build, we work for such a moment, contributing an approach we 
call big love. | am therefore delighted to see the word “love” mentioned in this forum. Kavita Byrd's 
diagnosis is also mine, namely, that the global capitalist system has caused the crisis and “will 
cause many more to come,” and that the “spirit of love” needs to be “expressed in our 
consciousness, actions, and world.” Mamphela Ramphele mirrors my observations that huge 
benefits flow from the leadership of “progressive women who are demonstrating the power of the 
feminine to operate within a values framework that emphasizes interconnectedness, 


interdependence, reciprocity, and intergenerational responsibilities and complementarities.” 
The Hope 


The only realistic hope | see—as faint as it may be—is that a critical mass of people will awaken 

to the contemporary reality: in an interconnected world, it is essential to move towards a world- 
system that enables trust and mutual solidarity to emerge both locally and globally. Global 
human-to-human trust building is everyone's responsibility now; we cannot leave the navigation 
of “foreign relations” to diplomats, while allowing the Global North to abuse the world as business 
opportunity and tourist destination. The rising awareness of humanity as one family on a finite, 
interconnected, vulnerable planet gives salience to the ideal of equal dignity. Global inter-human 


relations must overtake inter-national relations in shaping our shared future. 


| have coined the term dignism (“dignity” + “ism”) to describe a world where every newborn finds 


space and is nurtured to unfold their highest and best potential, embedded in a social context 
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of loving appreciation and connection, where the carrying capacity of the planet guides the ways 
in which basic needs are met. It is a world where we unite in respecting human dignity and 
celebrating diversity, and where, on the one hand, we prevent unity from devolving into 


oppressive uniformity and, on the other, keep diversity from sliding into hostile division. 


As the world watches the heartbreaking coronavirus pandemic unfold, our hope is for an 
exponential change of heart so that global unity rooted in respect for local diversity becomes 
possible. The central question we face, which we must ask and answer together, remains, how 


can we arrange our affairs on this planet so that dignified life will be possible over the long term? 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Virus of Capitalism 


George Liodakis 


The rapid spread of the new coronavirus has exacerbated an already severe social-ecolagical 
crisis. Society is at a crucial crossroads, and we urgently need to reflect on the causes of the 


COVID-19 pandemic and the wider crisis, and then decide how to steer the future. 


It is clear that the way we humans have organized society and production—i.., the capitalist 
system with its built-in imperatives for profit and growth—is the main cause of the social- 
ecological crisis that we currently face. Claims that “we are all in this together” ignore the central 
truths of this system. Different social classes or groups have entirely different and even 
conflicting interests. For Marxists such as myself, class analysis and struggle is crucial, and it is 
only by class struggle and a broader social movement that we can face this historically 


unprecedented crisis. 


To effectively confront the crisis, we need to move beyond capitalism and its historically 
contingent patterns of development and inherent imperative for growth. Global capitalism has 
brought increasing transnational integration of capital and commodity chains, dense networks 
of transportation and trade, mass tourism, rapid and anarchic urbanization, and polarization 
between urban centers and the countryside. Such phenomena have facilitated the swift spread 
of coronavirus, while neoliberalism has undermined the capacity to respond by weakening the 


health care systems of most countries. 


There is no going back to normal: the Conventional World scenario is dead. This leaves two 


options: Barbarization or Great Transition. Allowing neoliberalism to remain dominant, just with 


minor reforms, will lead to a devastating social crisis, growing authoritarianism, social and national 


conflict, and ecological collapse. The other option is to struggle against the forces that brought 
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us to this historical juncture, and towards a reorganization of society on a foundation of ecological 


sustainability, social justice and solidarity, and common ownership of productive resources. 


In other words, more than ever, our choice is between “socialism or barbarism.” Socialism signifies 
a common participation, ownership, and responsibility towards a shared purpose. It is not a rigid 
model, but can take various forms as it is configured to emerging historical conditions. If socialism 


prevails, we will indeed all be in it together. 


Marx famously stated that people make their own history, but not as they please, taking into 
account the conditions and potentials created by all past events. The Great Transition is a path- 
dependent historical process, with occasional discontinuities and disruptions. Some on the 
traditional left believe fundamental change can only follow a revolutionary event sometime in 
the future. But our point of departure must be the historic contradictions, crises, and potential of 


present-day capitalism. 


The immediate struggle is to advance policies, institutions, and technologies capable of 
significantly addressing the major social and ecological problems of our time. For example, we 
should fight for adoption of technologies for a post-carbon economy, and against the capitalist 
interests aligned against such a transition. Similarly, we need to resist the privatization of nature and 
of health care systems, as well as the commodification of medicine. Yet, even as we struggle for 
such revolutionary reforms within the capitalist terrain, they remain insufficient for the systemic shift 


needed, which eventually will take a direct confrontation of capital and the capitalist state. 


The next stage in the process of transition must learn from both past socialist endeavors and the 
COVID-19 experience. The pandemic has highlighted the potential of love, care, and solidarity 
among people, as well as our social interconnectedness and the fragility of social-ecological 
systems. Moreover, the reduction of production has significantly improved ecological conditions, 
highlighted essential human needs, and underscored the need for deep-rooted social changes. All 


this experience offers valuable lessons as we envision future forms of social organization. 


Although the pandemic has highlighted the role of the state and the importance of a public 
health care system, we must be wary of strengthening state-centric views and institutions. Building 


decentralized systems of ecological protection and health care may be even more valuable. At 
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the same time, the need for international and transnational cooperation has never been clearer. 
Global problems require global solutions. The socialism of the future will emphasize local ecology 
and production while also recognizing that that an interconnected world demands that such a 
decentralized mode of organization be coordinated through robustly democratic national and 


global planning. 


The time has come to act urgently and collectively in the direction of this vision. In the words of the 


Greek poet, freedom requires both virtue and boldness. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Lethal Modernity 


Ruben Nelson 


Whether COVID-19 will mark a fundamental change in the human condition is still an open 
question. The answer, of course, lies with us: What are we willing to learn, and at what depths of 
our lives and cultures? The deeper the learning, the more profound the change. What are the 
chances that we, as individuals, communities, and societies, will engage in deep learning in the 


face of the pandemic? 


The hopeful note is that a host of conversations have already emerged. Many are being 
sustained—conversations that, in some way or another, challenge us to explore what we could 
learn if we were serious about learning from COVID-19. Some of these conversations are openly 
challenging us to see the virus as a gift from the universe—a gift that can be redeemed by 
learning deeply about ourselves, our condition, and our cultural trajectory through history. Many 
are becoming willing to see aspects of our Modern Techno-Industrial cultures that previously 


had been hidden from their eyes, hearts, and minds. Here are just three examples. 


First, efficiency, the dominant god of our economics, undermines resiliency, and therefore 
adaptability. Understanding that the future will require greater adaptability means moving 
beyond what now passes as sound economics. One obvious bit of evidence is the way our 
super-efficient and utterly rational (by First Enlightenment standards) global supply chains can be 


taken down by a tiny virus. A very “efficient” system, but not a wise one. 


Second, nations are still useful as organizational units, but not as an ultimate basis for identity. 
The virus does not distinguish between Americans, Norwegians, and Saudis. We, Moderns, have 
been neglecting our global citizenship and the global organizational infrastructure needed to 


survive. 
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Third, at a deeper level, some of us are learning that the way we—Modern Techno-Industrial 
peoples and cultures—have known and responded to reality, living and inorganic, needs to be 
reimagined. The idea is spreading that reality is not what we who have shaped life through the 


lenses of the Reformation and the First Enlightenment have taken it to be. 


The deep core work of the twenty-first century is not just making our Modern world more 


sustainable, humane, equitable, and global. We need to accept that Modernity itself has run its 
course, and that we need to loosen its grip on us and our grip on it. Only when we do so can we 


face the utterly new challenge of nurturing the next form of human civilization into robust being. 


Will we learn anything from this crisis? Almost certainly. Will the lessons range widely enough 
to divert our Modern selves and cultures off the trajectory to which we are now unwittingly 


committed? Almost certainly not. However, many more of us will emerge “after COVID" with our 


unconscious commitment to Modernity seriously weakened. This partial loss of faith in who and 


what we are will make the 2020s far more interesting and dangerous. 


How, then, might things play out? All of the six scenarios are in play with serious backers and 
advocates. Regardless of our preferences, we will have to learn to dance the dance-of-the-six- 


scenarios as they become increasingly entangled. 


Therefore, | expect that, writ large, the 2020s will be the “raging 20s.” The background reality will 
continue to be the further disintegration of Modern Techno-Industrial ways of knowing, being, and 
living. This will lead to further loss of faith in virtually all established forms of conventional authority, 
deeper anxiety, and neurotic leaders whose virtue is sworn to by anxious and equally neurotic 
followers. Once again, the US will show the rest of us the way ahead. In the 2020s, we will face not 
Samuel Huntington's Clash of Civilizations, but the clashes of, in effect, local, regional, national, and 
international street gangs, some cartel-like in scope. Needless to say, neither the UN's Sustainable 


Development Goals nor the targets of the Paris Agreement will be achieved. 


As is the case today, the turmoil of the 2020s will be filtered through inherited ways of seeing and 
thinking. Cultures are path-dependent, and one of the most powerful myths of Modernity is that 
we, as individuals, are free of the influences of culture. It will take some years before we are ready to 


face the reality that every version of Modern Techno-Industrial civilization has become lethal. 
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Vanishingly few Modern institutions are likely to reorient around the insight that the “normalcy” 
sought “after COVID” was a seat on a train headed towards death. Even as the evidence intensifies 
that the wheels are falling off, most will not yet be ready to acknowledge that we are already 
past “Peak Modernity,” let alone that Modernity cannot be saved by making it more sustainable, 
equitable, and humane. We can expect sustainability efforts to be intensified and funds to be 
poured into the work, and those who value money over beauty to get far more serious, but it will 


not be enough. 


The 2020s will see something genuinely new. Quietly and largely under the radar, some who 

have seen, explored, and understood the deep background dynamics of our time will find one 
another. They will begin to create institutional support systems premised on the insight that our 
deep work is to let go of the security blanket of Modernity and face the adventure of transcending 
our identities at every scale from personal to civilizational as we seek to nurture the next form of 


civilization. 


Happily, as we embrace this new work, a good deal of recent work now undertaken in scientific 
laboratories, families, and communities can be reframed as small exemplars of an emerging way of 
knowing, imagining, and responding to reality. Ironically, we will come to realize that there are bits 


of wisdom in each of the six scenarios, insights that have a place in a reframed reality. 


The turmoil can be experienced as a gift. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Searching for Resilience 


Marcus Oxley 


Introduction 


The mounting economic, ecological, and human losses from disasters triggered by extreme 
hazards are an indicator of unsustainable development. Extreme hazards, such as the 
coronavirus, can expose and increase the fragility of social institutions and undermine hard- 
earned development gains. Our lack of resilience, i.e, the ability of people, organizations, and 
social systems to cope with extreme shocks while still sustaining functionality, is now in stark 


relief. So how do we fix that? 
Reducing Risk, Strengthening Resilience 


Disaster losses occur when vulnerable people and assets are exposed to extreme hazards. Disaster 
risk management aims to reduce the likelihood of losses by muting the causes and effects of 
vulnerability, exposure, and hazards and strengthening the capacity to recover from 

a disturbance. Typically, this involves (1) enhancing preparedness for effectively responding to 

a disaster, (2) structural and non-structural measures to mitigate risk drivers, and (3) supporting 
resilient recovery (“build back better”). In general, the more resilient a society, the more effective 


the response, the quicker the recovery, and the less the impact of the hazard. 
A Window of Opportunity 


When social systems are subjected to extreme shocks, their capacities and vulnerabilities, 
become clear. Invariably, extreme events have a disproportionate impact on poorer and 
marginalized groups that increases socioeconomic inequalities within and between nations. 


These various insights gleaned from a system shock can be used to identify priority actions 
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during the recovery period that strengthen resilience and prevent the re-establishment of the 


initiating risk. 


Moreover, extreme events can disrupt the status quo of social systems and create an imperative to 
act. The interruption of continuity can mobilize political will and resources to respond, recover, and 
adapt. All systems go through what are called “adaptive cycles,” recurring phases of rapid growth, 
conservation, release, and reorganization. While these phases can be chaotic and traumatic, they 
can provide a window to initiate policy reforms to meet immediate needs in a way that addresses 


risk drivers that are difficult to change in “normal” times. 


Resilient recovery is only part of the picture. A “build back better” approach can serve as a precursor 
to a “build better before” strategy, supporting a transition to a more resilient, inclusive, and 
sustainable society. However, opportunities for reform can also close quickly in the rush to return to 


normalcy. 
Understanding Risk and Resilience 


From a UK perspective, the full impact of the virus is still emerging, with a risk of multiple waves 
of infections. An initial assessment reveals an inadequately prepared government that adopted an 
ineffectual centralized approach. The response relied on a leadership team that lacked diversity 

in background, skill, and practical experience. All these deficiencies were compounded by the 


government's lack of transparency, accountability, empathy, and clarity. 


Perhaps most significantly, the government has not adequately protected essential workers and 

the most vulnerable groups, notably the elderly, chronically ill, ethnic minorities, and lower-income 
households. The relative impact of the virus on different socioeconomic groups has revealed a 

lack of policy coherence across sectors and further highlighted societal inequalities and regional 
differences. The virus is being allowed to exacerbate societal divisions across political parties, media, 
academia, civil society, and regions. These divisions reveal deep-rooted fragilities and tensions 


across British society. 


On a positive note, the travel restrictions and downturn in economic activity have caused a sudden 
drop in pollution and greenhouse gas emissions. In urban areas, this has resulted in rapid and 


noticeable improvements in air quality and reduced road and air traffic noise. More people are 
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using local shops with increases in walking and cycling that lower the risk of heart and respiratory 
diseases, obesity, and cancer—diseases that increase the risk of COVID-19. In this respect, the virus 
has increased public awareness of links between public health, environmental health, and climate 
mitigation. This could be further expanded to a more holistic understanding of public health 

that connects human health, environmental health, and planetary health, linking environmental 


degradation and an increasing risk of emerging zoonotic diseases. 


Seen through a resilience lens, the key weaknesses are poor governance, slow learning, inadequate 
preparedness, limited inclusion, weak social cohesion, and lack of policy coherence. Key strengths 
include local self-organization to strengthen risk governance, public compliance with rules and 
advisories, increased solidarity and mutual assistance amongst communities, enhanced connectivity 
across different constituencies (academia, media, and civil society), and increased citizenry 


awareness of human and environmental health issues. 
The Importance of Good Governance and Leadership 


The quality of a nation’s governance and leadership, the strategic choices it makes, and its 
implementation approach are key to an effective response and subsequent recovery. As COVID-19 
exposes systemic failings in the dominant model of development, it will take good governance 
and visionary leadership that is prepared to act as opportunities arise. As the crisis moves from 
response to recovery, it is likely that governments will start to apply Keynesian economics to 
support private-sector industries and increase public investments to stimulate demand, provide 
employment, and pull the economy out of a recession. This offers the possibility of accelerated 
investments in resilience-based development policies and practices for meeting economic, social, 


and environmental goals. 


A pandemic recovery can support a “build back better” transition to safer more sustainable 
development, most likely to be in line with the Policy Reform variant of GTl's scenarios. In so doing, 
this could open political space for a more preemptive build better before scenario in line with the 
more progressive New Sustainability Paradigm. However, disaster recovery experience tells us 
these opportunities will not materialize automatically, but rather will require a combination of top- 


down and bottom-up approaches, rooted in core principles of resilience and good governance. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Pandemic and Inequality 


Kate Pickett 


As an epidemiologist, | get a number of calls and emails from journalists, asking me to 
comment on the COVID-19 crisis. But |am not the kind of epidemiologist that they are (usually) 
looking for. As a social epidemiologist researching the social determinants of health and well- 
being, | study the impact of inequalities in income on physical and mental health, human 
development, and social relationships. A small silver lining to the current pandemic is that more 
people—and, crucially, more politicians and policymakers—now understand the importance of 
epidemiology, i.e., the study of the distribution and determinants of health, and public health 
research and practice. And while it is the infectious disease epidemiologists and modelers who 
are assisting governments worldwide to respond to the immediate crisis, social epidemiologists 
will be essential in understanding the longer-term impacts of the crisis, the responses to it, the 
oncoming economic recessions and depressions, and the routes to an inclusive recovery that 


could lead us to a much better new “normal.” 


The ongoing work around the world on scenarios, policies, and movements for change is 
encouraging. One collaboration in which | am involved is planning a massive online research 
process with 1,000 experts on “new economics” on which policies should be adopted at local, 
national, and global scales to create a better world after the crisis. The coronavirus pandemic 
will change our societies and economies in profound ways, and, amid all the terrible 
consequences, a vast number of people view the crisis as an opportunity and responsibility to 


rebuild our societies on a more sustainable and inclusive footing. 


The critical question is how to move from talk to action. Fortunately, we can see positive 


examples on the ground. Take, for example, the case of Bradford in the UK. All areas of the 
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UK are now on an emergency footing with district commands coordinating local responses to 
coronavirus across the National Health Service, local government, and others. |am a member of a 


COVID-19 Scientific Advisory Group reporting to the Bradford & Airedale Gold Command. Bradford 


is the UK's fifth largest city, with high levels of deprivation and large ethnic minority populations. Our 
research program called Born in Bradford is helping Local Authority and NHS partners to define and 
identify vulnerable groups and analyzing emerging trends of COVID-19 patient outcomes, as well as 
modeling alternative scenarios to inform health and care service planning. We are also measuring the 
impact of the COVID-19 response (lockdown, social distancing, self-isolation, school closures, remote 
working, etc.) on communities and families. We are surveying pregnant women and families with 
infants or pre-school/school-aged children to assess difficulties, both practical and psychological, 
during the lockdown. We will repeat these over the coming year to build a longitudinal picture 

of impact. We will also be assessing indirect impacts of COVID-19 on health and care services and 

on our populations, for example looking at the effects of postponement of planned surgical and 
medical treatment, knock-on effects on other illness and death rates, and the health of people who 


survive infection with COVID-19. 


The coronavirus crisis has sharpened local awareness of pre-existing inequalities in health and 
socioeconomic status that have shaped who is most vulnerable to infection, and then to serious 
morbidity or dying. Ethnic minorities and people living in deprivation are suffering the worst 
consequences of COVID-19 and will suffer the most from the consequences of lockdown, restrictions 


on education and health care, and economic recession/depression. 


| have been impressed by how seriously my local government and health service colleagues are 
taking this opportunity to plan for an inclusive recovery and to “build back better.” They are working 
incredibly hard to understand the prevalence and location of people with multiple vulnerabilities 
and developed a set of principles for recovery planning, including mitigating inequalities, engaging 
communities in recovery planning, putting children first, and building on the positive aspects 

of lockdown (e.g., reduced air pollution and altered mobility patterns). There is discussion about 


adopting Kate Raworth’s doughnut economics model to guide recovery, as in Amsterdam and other 


cities. If we can sustain the commitment and the passion, a better Bradford can emerge from the 


crisis. 
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Working toward a Great Transition will require a myriad of such efforts—at the local, national, and 
global level—fighting to achieve concrete change for people and planet and build a new paradigm 


from the ground up. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


A Chance to Change Mindsets 


Mamphela Ramphele 


One of the most enduring gifts from the COVID-19 situation is the opening of our eyes to 

our capacity for behavioral change. The response to the pandemic has triggered a real-life 
experiment that demonstrated that achieving zero-emissions is possible and, more broadly, 
that regenerative feedback loops can kick in rapidly. Venice, with its canals now teeming with 
fish and ringing with melodious birdsong, is the most dramatic example that great transitions 


are possible and achievable. 


The challenge we face is to translate behavioral change prompted by the duress of an 
existential crisis into a persistent mindset change. Then, we can emerge from this multi-layered 
emergency with higher consciousness of the urgency to shift gears for accelerating a transition 


to a global development system that promotes the well-being of all people and of our planet. 


We have no rational choice other than to seize the moment this crisis offers us to engage in 
conversations across boundaries of nationality, class, generation, and ideology. The aim must be 
to initiate and support the radical shifts in development approaches by governments and 
international organizations that are essential for shaping a Great Transition. Global citizens dare 
not leave it to leaders who are not yet seeing the writing on the wall, but should use the power 


of intergenerational coalitions to persuade and demand radical change. 


Mindset change requires awakening in all of us the essence of what it means to be human—a 
deep yearning for interconnectedness and interdependence. We are all creatures in a shared 
ecological system who can only function well through reciprocity and learning from the 


regenerative intelligence of nature. Young people across the globe understand and yearn for 
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these values. They should be infused in our education and training systems, as well as in our social 


relationships. 


We need to reclaim and reframe economics and rethink finance as a tool of exchange of real value, 
rather than the addictive instrument of insatiable consumption and wealth accumulation that it 
has become. Higher education and training institutions should transform their curricula to reflect 
the emerging values of well-being economics and greater emphasis on environmental humanities. 
Human life is invaluable, and its best guarantor is development approaches that value the well- 


being of all people and of the planet, rather than chase the mirage of infinite economic growth. 


The pandemic has demonstrated in stark and cruel terms the cost of disrespect for human rights 
and dignity, inequalities within and between nations, deforestation, and biodiversity loss. Leaders 
such as the US and Brazilian presidents, whose incapacity to engage this new reality has been laid 
bare, are a danger to the very survival of the human race. They need to be vigorously challenged by 


their citizens and the global community as a whole. 


There are promising examples of countries that are building the Great Transition future we want 
to inhabit. New Zealand, Iceland, and Scotland, for instance, have already adopted well-being 
economic development approaches—and are, reaping the benefits. It is not a coincidence that 
many of them are led by progressive women who are demonstrating the power of the feminine 
to operate within a values framework that emphasizes interconnectedness, interdependence, 
reciprocity, and intergenerational responsibilities and complementarities. The Great Transition to a 


world of well-being for people and planet is possible and in the process of being elaborated. 


This is the time for collaboration across boundaries and to build a more resilient global system for 


the sake of our grandchildren and our planet. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Exploring Pandemic Scenarios 


Joe Ravetz 


At terrifying speed, the COVID-19 global pandemic has brought a multitude of deaths, the 
lockdown of half the world’s population, and the decimation of its economy. But, at the same 


time, it has also brought a resurgence of clear skies, mutual aid, and new economic thinking. 


The time is ripe to take a forward look on the massive transformations now in motion, both 
positive and negative, and explore practical questions about the pathways that could help us 
steer from one kind of outcome to another. If we start with the saying “never let a good crisis go 
to waste," our question becomes, if new systems of social-political-economic cooperation can 


emerge from this crisis, how can we nourish their chances in turbulent times?! 
Scenarios: Unknowns or Unknowables? 


The GTl framework offers a useful lens through which to explore the possibilities now at play 
and to trace out the implications for each scenario of two main “what if” possibilities. First, what 
if the pandemic were solved through a successful combination of containment, test/trace/ 
isolate systems, vaccines, and medical treatments? Second, what if the pandemic continues 
through viral mutations or medical failures, with consequent economic disruption, political and 
social conflict, and health system breakdowns? (A third alternative would be a messy and 
controversial mixture, where for instance rich communities are mainly “solved” while the poor 


are “ongoing’).? 


Conventional Worlds: The dominant direction of policy and business is to maintain the 
system, focusing on the market (Market Forces variant) or policy (Policy Reform variant). If the 
pandemic is contained, these tendencies will bounce back stronger than before; if it continues, 


both will be under severe stress, and likely to flip over to either Barbarization or Great Transitions. 
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Barbarization: The Breakdown scenario will see systems collapse whether or not the virus holds. If 
the pandemic persists, Fortress World could very plausibly endure through containment by physical 


barriers and digital surveillance in the context of growing inequality, exclusion, and social control. 


Great Transitions: Under a continuing pandemic, the localized Eco-communalism variant could 
see a trend towards inward retreat and isolation. The New Sustainability Paradigm, which embraces 
global interdependence, would need to adapt to new conditions with new responses. Could 

this be a world of hazmat suits and protective bubbles, an economy divided into human and 


automated segments, or a government based on surveillance and containment by force? 


In general, the dominant forces of power, wealth, and ideology will do whatever it takes to hold on 
to the current structures. Yet, the pressures induced by the pandemic may push the system to a 


tipping point towards Barbarization or a Great Transition. 
Societal Transformations: By Accident or Design? 


The pandemic so far has intersected with various dimensions of society in both positive and 


negative ways. 


In the social domain, the pandemic response locks down all forms of direct social interaction, 
along with a significant amount of economic activity. It also exposes the gaps and shortfalls in 
public services, as well as the underlying structures of inequality and exclusion. At the same time, 
a resurgence of social and cultural values, organizations, and systems has been unleashed, from 


singing on balconies to mass volunteering in the health service. 


For technology, the door is open ever wider for techno-corporate surveillance and financialization. 
As local businesses go down, and community apps and 3D printing emerge, the Big Four tech 
platforms (Google, Apple, Facebook, and Amazon) are expanding without limit. In a possible future 
world of distancing and “contactless community,” the same digital platforms and networks will be 


indispensable. 


Production in the global economic system has suffered possibly its greatest ever shock and 
reduction of GDP, with untold suffering from the newly sick, unemployed, uninsured, and 


homeless. In parallel, there are new patterns of part-time work and working from home, a new 
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focus on “essential workers,” and a general questioning of materialist debt-fueled production and 


consumption. 


For the ecological and climate agenda, the pandemic slowdown has brought clear skies for the first 
time in generations, even while climate change, species extinction, and toxic overload rage on. 
While international cooperation will be more difficult, it seers possible that in a post-pandemic era, 


a Green New Deal will gain traction, along with non-materialist lifestyles. 


Political implications spread in all directions. The most obvious development is the extraordinary 
phenomenon of the state underwriting businesses and workers in many countries, even while large 
(tax-avoiding) corporations carve up multi-billion-dollar bailouts. Again, in a post-pandemic era, we 
look for pathways for transformation, with new political-social-economic games in play, and the 


potential for heightened collective political intelligence. 


Scientific knowledge and expert practice may yet emerge as the source of trust and confidence, 
even in “post-truth” societies. But the massive uncertainties in basic science are now entangled with 


existential controversies, with the outcome unclear? 


The trillion-dollar question is how to shift from one scenario to another. We can explore this 
through an analysis of the types of responses to the COVID-19 pandemic (while acknowledging 
that all can work in parallel). In some, the pandemic is defined as a set of technical problems, to be 
fixed by functional solutions such as improved epidemiological modelling and health care. Other 
approaches acknowledge that there will be no “return to normal” and expect an evolution to a 
new status quo by way of markets and innovation, accepting vast inequality in the interim. But this 
challenge calls for more than a technical fix or winner-takes-all competition—it calls for pathways 
that can mobilize deeper forms of “co-learning” and “co-production” between all stakeholders, ie., 
the qualities of a collective pandemic intelligence. Some countries, such as New Zealand, are showing 
signs of this deeper approach, with rapid mobilization, responsive policy, and enhancement of trust 


and reciprocity between all parts of society. 


So whether the future is one of hazmat suits and algorithmic control, or new-found communities 


partying in the streets, we can map out the co-evolutionary pathways. There are potentially open 
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doors for intelligent finance, integrated health systems, inclusive social mesh-works, synergistic 
eco-social-business models, deliberative-associative multi-level governance, and many more. All 
this calls for a new generation of methods and tools for the mapping and design of such systems, 
and for a process of building the shared vision and collective action, for the great transformations 


ahead... 


Endnotes 


1. This brief sketch draws on Joe Ravetz, Deeper City: Collective Intelligence and the Synergistic Pathways 
from Smart to Wise (New York: Routledge, 2020). 


2.On the principle that “seeing is believing,” see the visualizations here: https://urban3dotnet.files wordpress. 
com/2020/05/gti-response-pandemic-3.0-joe-ravetz-08-05-20.pdf. 


3. Post-normal science is a useful approach to this dilemma. See David Waltner-Toews, et al., “PostNormal 
Pandemics: Why Covid-19 Requires A New Approach To Science,” Discover Society, March 27, 2020, https:// 
discoversociety.org/2020/03/27/post-normal-pandemics-why-covid-19-requires-a-new-approach-to-science. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Grappling with Complexity 


John Robinson 


The plethora of articles about the consequences of the COVID-19 crisis make me think of the 
Danish saying (sometimes attributed to Niels Bohr) that “it is difficult to make predictions, 
especially about the future.” Many articles provide a mixture of highly plausible projections 

and wishful thinking. However, such prognoses typically consist almost entirely of what 

might be called first-order predictions: expectations about the immediate consequences of 
COVID-19. Another useful saying holds that the only law of sociology is the law of unanticipated 
consequences, and many second- and third-order effects may take us in entirely different 
directions, even if many of the first-order prognostications turn out to be correct. Indeed, the 
second-order consequences of any major socio-technical system change are often in the 
opposite direction of the first-order consequences—and bigger. Think of projections of IT 


leading to the paperless office, or of highway building leading to less congestion. The first-order 


oO 


ffect indeed happened (for a given level of activity) but was overwhelmed by second-order 


effects in the other direction. 


These considerations suggest that the COVID-19 crisis is a perfect illustration of the need, as 
the GTl framework emphasizes, to move beyond predictive forecasting approaches to thinking 
about the future of complex systems. Here, scenario analysis can help gauge which strategies 
may be resilient against the huge degree of uncertainty that stems from the fact that complex 
systems are characterized by inherently unpredictable emergent properties. In particular, high- 
confidence predictions of the outcomes of the COVID-19 crisis are not possible given the huge 
amount of uncertainty about how this will play out. This, of course, is not to say that we should 
not try to model outcomes, based on the best possible data and science, but simply that we 


need to plan for quite divergent possibilities. 
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My view of how best to think about the different GTI scenarios in this context would be along 
similar lines. To me it is a question less of the relative plausibility of the GTI scenarios (a question 
which shades uncomfortably close to a predictive orientation), than of how the pandemic (and 
the plethora of other massive global disruption events that are plausibly in our future) might play 
out across the different GTI worlds, and what lessons we might glean from that. Which GTI worlds 
are more resilient to such events, or, better still, how does resilience play out in the different 


worlds? | think we could expect both differences of degree and of kind. 


A second, and related, issue is how our policy prescriptions would change once we internalize 
pandemic-like disruptions. | am struck by how often people are using this crisis to promote 
exactly the same policy proposals that they were advocating before COVID-19. Does the 
pandemic not suggest ways in which we should adapt that advice? Should we now not be 
subjecting our proposals to a much more serious scrutiny with regard to how they might play out 


in a post-pandemic world? 


One way to approach such scrutiny is to focus attention on higher-order consequences, or knock- 
on effects, which are potentially large and counterintuitive. An example is the effects of COVID-19 
on commercial office space in large cities. One can imagine quite opposing outcomes, even if we 
just consider some obvious possible first-order effects (more distancing in offices, more work at 
home). When we start to add in higher-order effects on mobility; food production, delivery, and 
consumption; housing; the hospitality and events industries; and other sectors—as well as 
possible feedback loops—the situation becomes very complex. But it might be quite instructive 
to look at such consequences though a Market Forces, or Fortress World, or New Sustainability 


Paradigm lens. 


The GTI scenarios could provide powerful ways to think about the possible kinds of consequences 
of COVID-19 (and other global disruptions), what kinds of measures would we now see as 
important to achieving our preferred world (i.e., how our pre-existing proposals might change), 
and what strategies could best hedge against deep structural uncertainty about what kind of 


world we will end up in. 


In that vein, given the virtual inevitability of significant tipping points from COVID-19 (and also 
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from climate change, as well as many other changes), a key question is how to find and evaluate 
leverage points for positive normative change, and indeed how best to create positive change. My 
three-part proposition is that we need to steer change, not create it; focus on the underlying 
development paths (not just policies and technologies); and normalize sustainability by making it 


the default, not the change. 


From a GTI point of view, this means using the GTI scenarios as a framework to help identify 
leverage points emerging out of the COVID-19 crisis that will allow us to foster and encourage 
more sustainable outcomes. The strong focus in many climate change strategies on identifying 
co-benefits, including health co-benefits, offers a starting point for such a search. Perhaps we 

need to resurrect the idea of “no regrets” or “worth doing anyway” strategies, but framed 
differentially in terms of the GTI scenarios. What is “no regrets” in Market Forces is likely to be full of 


regrets in Eco-Communalism. 


We also need to pay close attention to how we think about the resilience of systems. In this 
connection, it is important to distinguish between “bounce-forward" resilience and “bounce-back” 
resilience, which of course is connected to the question of baselines. Bounce-back strategies 
assume there is a kind of current trends baseline (sometimes misleadingly called “business as 
usual”—misleading because all business as usual projections are so infeasible as to necessarily 
lead to massive non-business-as-usual change). The goal of bounce-back strategies is to return to 


this current trends scenario. 


A basic insight of the GTI framework is that there is no “back” to return to in the search for a 
sustainable future; instead, there are many different alternative paths, and even the Conventional 
World scenarios are very different than the past. So we don’t want to bounce back to current 
trends, but to bounce forward to more sustainable trajectories. It would be very interesting to look 
at the GTI scenarios in this light. Resilience strategies being currently proposed in response to 
COVID-19, for example, could be evaluated in terms of the GTI scenarios. As with “no regrets” 
options, | think we would see ways in which resilience itself takes on different forms in the 
different GTI worlds. This also raises the question of whether we can think in terms of meta- 


resilient bounce-forward strategies. Do some approaches work fairly well across the array of 


plausible futures? Do some pull us more strongly in GTI directions? 
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In summary, the different future worlds imagined in the GTI framework have a lot to offer us in 
these pandemic times. But | think we need to remain true to the non-predictive orientation of 
all good scenario analysis, and to the normative motivation of backcasting analyses to explore 
the lineaments of sustainable futures. The value of the GTI scenarios is less to map the specific 
requirements of a sustainable future than to push us to think in new and creative ways about what 


a sustainable future might look like. 


Notes 


1. | expand upon these points in the blog post here: www.strings.org.uk/covid-19-and-sustainability/ 


About the Author 


John Robinson is a Professor at the Munk School of Global Affairs and Public 
Policy and the School of the Environment at the University of Toronto, where 
he also serves as Presidential Advisor on the Environment, Climate Change, 
and Sustainability. His research focuses on the intersection of climate change 
and sustainability; the use of visualization, modeling, and citizen engagement 
to explore sustainable futures; the role of the university in contributing to 
sustainability; and the history and philosophy of sustainability. 


74 | THE PANDEMIC AND THE FUTURE | GT! FORUM CONTRIBUTION 


GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


An Emancipatory Crisis? 
Vishwas Satgar 


Humanity has developed many practices to think and communicate about the future: 
prophecy, visioning, foresight, scenarios, forecasting, scientific prediction, song, and poetry, 


among others. Yet we can never know what the future holds. 


As we grapple with COVID-19 and its long-term implications, it is clear that standard approaches 
to business risk management are not up to the task. At the macro level, ecological Marxism, 
with its ontological starting point of crisis-ridden capitalism, offers a much more useful way to 
explore possible trajectories for global capitalism. Epidemiologists and virologists have been 
warning of the “next pandemic” for decades. Informed by scientific and ecological evidence, 
these scientists have warned of zoonotic diseases spreading from animals to humans. 
Outbreaks such as MERS (from camels) and Ebola (from monkeys and bats) have been severe, 


but fortunately have not mushroomed into global pandemics. 


COVID-19, worsening economic crisis, and climate shocks are all expressions of the systemic 
crisis tendencies within capitalism. The global economy, which did not fully recover from 
financialized overaccumulation (2007-2009), was slowing down before COVID-19 hit, and is 
now in recession. Meanwhile, climate shocks have continued unabated over the past few 


months, devastating millions of lives. 


The more carbon capitalism destroys biodiversity and continues the illegal poaching and 
consumption of “exotic animals,” the more it blurs the boundaries between society and habitats 
that contain dangerous pathogens. The more the world economy is organized around the 


interests of global finance with its attendant risks and carbon extraction and use continues, the 


75 | GT| FORUM CONTRIBUTION 


more systemic crisis tendencies will accentuate, interconnect, and ramify. These crisis tendencies 


threaten everything including the future of capitalism itself 
Where Are We? 


The systemic crises of capitalism express the logic of the system. The fault lines of racialized and 
gendered inequalities, precarious work, privatization of health care, and widespread hunger are 


now in full frame. 


Despite COVID-19 revelations, neoliberalism still stalks ruling class imaginations. Trump has 
unleashed the corporate pharma-medical complex to provide medical products and search for a 
vaccine, offered big bailouts to major industries (and only a one-off cash payments to the public), 
and given license to libertarian white nationalists to demand economic freedom at all costs. In 
South Africa, a draconian lockdown sealed off one of the most unequal countries in the world, still 
reeling from a serious drought. Miserly COVID-19 top-up grants for old age recipients, child care 
givers, and the unemployed only exist through October. An estimated thirty million people are 
food-stressed. Many believe the hunger pandemic will take more lives than COVID-19 in the coming 
months. Calls for a substantive and universal basic income (UBI) grant are growing louder, and 

this is challenging a black government that has placed financialized and carbon-based capitalist 


accumulation before the needs of black lives and society in general. 
Two Possible Futures, Not Three 


Barbarization has arrived. All forms of neoliberalization are implicated in this. Prior to COVID-19, 
neoliberalism was already mutating into a more authoritarian form of right wing nationalist and 
neo-fascist rule to defend carbon capitalism and its inequalities. Trump and plutocratic US market 
democracy have intensified this shift. Authoritarian Chinese capitalism, based on cheap labor, is also 
contracting with the collapse of exports. It will certainly need to rethink its carbon driven export-led 


development model as it directs fiscal surpluses to COVID-19 economic adjustments and mitigation. 


In any case, the depth of social suffering in the world cannot be addressed through a return to a 


Conventional World of globalized capitalism, even if that were plausible. Instead, the pretense of 


thin market democracy might be dropped as full-blown neo-fascist rule and suppression prevails. 
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In the context of intensifying climate and other crisis tendencies, this shift would likely defend 
carbon capital and advance further destruction of the planetary commons, driving capitalist 
civilization into global chaos and collapse. The new normal of a world in permanent systemic crisis 
has arrived, and more of the same globalized finance or authoritarian financialized nationalism is a 
direct route to human and non-human extinction. We are living the end game of capitalism and 


possibly all of us. 


At the same time, COVID-19 has engendered an awakening of the importance of scientific warnings 
and science-based policy. This gives momentum to the mainstreaming of climate science and the 
need for social-ecological restructuring. Currently, campaigns for universal basic income are active 
in 95 countries. The Pope has called for a UBI, and the UN General Secretary supports considering 

a UBI. Moreover, more localized and agroecological food systems are coming to the fore in many 
communities. The value of effective public health care institutions, including primary health care, 

is gaining salience in public consciousness. If these four developments are buttressed by greater 
popular understanding and support during the COVID-19 pandemic, a Great Transition to an 


emancipatory future is very possible. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


A Planetary Actor Awakens 


Mimi Stokes 


| pay attention to dramatic memes in the mental landscape, and the theater metaphor of a 
“dress rehearsal” has emerged during the pandemic emergency. The question is, what is 
COVID-19 a dress rehearsal for? More pandemics? The climate emergency? Unjust, Amoral 


Bailout: The Sequel? 


In the art of theater, the purpose of a dress rehearsal is to bring all the elements of a production 
together for opening night, discovering what is working well and what is not in order to make 
whatever changes may be required. In this light, | see the pandemic as a dress rehearsal for all the 
scenarios, revealing to global humanity what will and will not work to give us a future we can live 


in. 
An Apocalyptic Viral Actor 


The coronavirus has “lifted the veil” on the fault lines of Conventional Worlds. “Normal is killing 
us” has emerged as a meme in opposition to the push by the forces of the status quo to return 
to normal. “Normal” has been branded as “fatal,” delivering a potentially mortal blow to business 
as usual. The pandemic propelled a global economic depression and revealed that the market, 
rather than serving or saving human life, has fatal consequences. If the supply chains of global 


capitalism break, our food security is imperiled, risking the onset of a global famine. 


As the pandemic permeated every “wall,” the response of “lockdown felt like a dress rehearsal 
for Fortress World. It also revealed who the barbarians of Barbarization are: the marauding gangs 
stealing vital, life-saving supplies are not guerrilla citizens, but the US government gone full 


rogue nation. 
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The virus was “apocalyptic” to the millennial generation that will live in a planetary civilization—if 
we ever make the transition to it. The pandemic delivered a collective generational trauma to 
their plans and pursuits for their future, already being stolen from them by the cataclysm of 
climate change, and adding a great global depression to the synchronous tragedies our children 


and grandchildren are experiencing. 


What are the possible future trajectories of the triple traumas of pandemic, climate change, 
and global economic depression? Did the pandemic give Eco-Communalism new purchase 
as asylum and survivalism from Barbarization? Is this generation’s paradigm of sustainability 
“immunity by retreating from civilization”? Did the pandemic seal this generation's sense of life as 


virtual reality? 


From Pandemic to “Pandemos” 


Even as it catalyzed tragedy, the pandemic was a beneficial catalytic event for a Great Transition. 
In this dress rehearsal, we discovered that the coronavirus was the global actor we have been 
waiting for. Something planetary is happening to each and every human being. The pandemic 
is initiating us into a human community, not through ideologies or abstract theories, but by our 
most fundamental commonalities: our bodies, our loved ones, our death, our life. The pandemic 
is awakening the interdependent planetary consciousness that thousands have been trying to 


cultivate for decades. 


An interdependent human community— a “pandemos” (“common to all the people”) —is 
emerging in the global emergency of the pandemic. We are experiencing ourselves as a global 
ensemble of citizen actors who have personal, global agency, discovering that how we act in our 


individual, day-to-day lives is a matter of life and death for planetary humanity. 


Paul Raskin has called for a “pragmatics of hope” to catalyze the Great Transition. Hope depends 
upon a sense of salutary agency. We need a felt sense, in ourselves, that how we act makes a 
difference in order to act to make a difference. The Great Transition is vulnerable to failing unless 
a sense of planetary human agency is awakened. By awakening this sense of urgency, the 


pandemic has become a game changer and a key to the pragmatics of hope. 
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The New Actors for Life 


For decades, the global left and the raging right have been holding up before us what tragic 
actors human beings are. Their respective ideas of who is “the tragic human” differ, of course, 
but opposing political ideologies hold before us the same dramatic human identity: the tragic 


human, spawning the woeful green meme that “the planet would be better off without us.” 


The pandemic counters the dramatic hegemony of “the tragic human” by putting on display 
human acting in positive, compassionate, caring, courageous, beneficent ways, and the 

planet and the world are better for it. It shows us acting for the sake of the lives of the whole 
“pandemos.” With respect to the environment, ordinary people have played the part of 
dramatically effective actors, experiencing personal biospheric agency to clear the air, skies, and 
water. We became actors for life, the lives of fellow humans and the life of the planet, initiating 

a great correction to the hegemony of “the tragic human.” This gives us a specific strategy for a 
pragmatics of hope: turn the spotlight from “the tragic human’ to the effective and empathetic, 


caring and courageous, human actor for life moving to center stage. 


Women in positions of leadership appeared on the coronavirus world stage in the role of Leaders 
for Life, teaching by example the qualities of moral courage, care, and empathy. New Zealand's 
Jacinda Ardern showed the world how a life-saving economy can protect us from “fatal” global 


capitalism. 


Labor was given a new planetary part to play: essential work by workers essential to life. Ordinary 
human beings played the part of heroes for life, willing to make extraordinary sacrifices, motivated 
by acommon sense that specific acts are vitally necessary. The pandemic showed us that a clear 
directive to do what is vital and necessary to live has the power to inspire extraordinarily 


difficult, courageous, heroic acts of care. 


Opening Night 


| share Paul Raskin’s inspired view that all human civilization so far has been a great rehearsal for 
the planetary phase of civilization. The pandemic showed us what great actors for life the 


planetary human ensemble is capable of being. 
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Are we ready for opening night of the Great Transition? The pandemic moved us closer. 


About the Author 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Colliding Scenarios, Uncertain Futures 
Rob Swart 


In the current crisis, the temptation to find potential solutions is strong, yet still leads back 

to questions. As one of the authors of the original Great Transition essay, | find it interesting 

to ponder the extent to which the various scenarios have been reflected in the real-world 
developments of the ensuing two decades. The answer to the question “Which future are we 
living in?” is all of them! At least in some places and often for a limited time, the gamut of the 
scenarios can be recognized. Since the Reagan-Thatcher period, the neoliberal Market Forces 
scenario has dominated, with many examples of Fortress World developing around the world. 
At the global level, Policy Reform can be seen in the Paris Climate Agreement and the 
Sustainable Development Goals. Breakdown has been confined mainly to parts of the Middle 
East. On the other side of the spectrum, the Great Transition variant of Eco-communalism 
seems to be limited to several examples of local arcadian communities in the margin of 
mainstream developments. Discussions of systemic alternatives, such as the New Sustainability 
Paradigm variant of the Great Transition, were manifold, but mostly in academic and activist 


circles with little headway into real-world politics or actual large-scale change. 


In Europe, around the turn of the century, when the Great Transition scenarios were conceived 
and published, high hopes and great expectations abounded for the expansion of 
membership and the peace, wealth, and stability of the European Union. A series of painful 
crises challenged these hopes and expectations: the 2008 banking crisis, followed by the Euro/ 
debt crisis, a migration crisis, and Brexit. Lastly, in the year that an unprecedented seventy-five 
years of European peace and freedom is celebrated, the COVID-19 pandemic threatens the 
European project, giving momentum to nationalist narratives and simplistic controversies about 


(lack of) solidarity. Again, the EU is split between the so-called frugal North and the allegedly 
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spendthrift South, and between the liberal West and the more authoritarian East. Each time, in 
the past, the EU was eventually rescued through onerous negotiations by a patchwork of 
compromise policies among the needs and preferences of the member states. The European 
Commission has often tried to address threats and crises by advancing appealing and ambitious 
visions of a bright future. Now as well, the Commission aims to build back better and pushes its 
plans for a new Green Deal with even more fortitude; however, agreement among the disparate 
member countries about one common goal remains elusive, and a Great Transition does not 


seem Near. 


On the other hand, as civilization drifts towards grave risk, crises do provide opportunities to open 
the way for shifting perspectives and aspirations Discussions about a more sustainable, post- 
coronavirus “new normal” are burgeoning on talk shows and across Internet platforms, but often 
narrow in on positive, yet incremental changes, like working more from home, less flying, eating 
less beef, cycling more, or making financial rescue and support packages contingent on conditions. 
Such conditions can involve various degrees of requiring companies to build better reserves 

and more sustainable practices. These ideas are excellent, but do not address the fundamental 
changes in the system likely to be required. Discussions about alternative no-growth, degrowth, or 
postgrowth economic systems continue, with serious and promising ideas such as Kate Raworth’s 


doughnut economics. The current democratic representative voting system, for reasons including 


real or perceived inefficacy and lack of fairness, has lost attractiveness to many voters. Nevertheless, 
alternatives, such as David van Reybrouck’s inspiring proposal for a sortition system based on 
selection of representatives by lot (arguing for a government not just for the people, but really by 
the people), hardly receive serious debate! Experiments with such valuable proposals have started, 


but so far do not seem to move us past the take-off phase of a Great Transition, yet. 


Just as all six scenarios conceived twenty years ago have materialized somewhere, sometime (with 
considerable dominance of Market Forces, and arguably, Fortress World), the best global future | 
can realistically imagine would also have all six scenarios represented, but with dominance shifting 
to a “constrained pluralism” according to a New Sustainability Paradigm.’ This would not mean 
one common egalitarian civilization, but a patchwork of regionally different sustainability 


paradigms, such as imagined in the examples of Earthland’s Ecodemia, Arcadia, and Agoria in 
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Pal Raskin's follow-up to the Great Transition essay, Journey to Earthland. 


| see three complementary pathways towards such a more sustainable and attractive patchwork. 
First, the current crisis could spiral out of control towards Breakdown, and a New Sustainability 
Paradigm could rise from the ashes. This is a future that nobody wants, but for which we 

should prepare: with new virus outbreaks, biogeophysical tipping points, and economic crises 
likely, peaceful global emergency preparedness beyond military “planetary security” is a vastly 


underestimated challenge. 


Asecond path would be a series of incremental but increasingly transformative policy reforms 
that gradually build critical mass for a more fundamental Great Transition take-off, thereby 
leading the world and its regions towards Earthland. Many concerned policymakers, business 
leaders, and academics might consider this to be the most logical path, but with the current poor 
appetite for international collaboration and limited voter support, it is perhaps neither the most 


potent for progress now nor even sufficient. 


A third way would be the further development, transfer, connection, and upscaling of 
experiments based on alternative, sustainable economic and political systems, in parallel to the 
mainstream. To borrow the words of former Executive Secretary of the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change Christiana Figueres, | remain “stubbornly optimistic” that 
addressing these pathways together (global emergency management, enhanced policy reform, 


and transformative redesign) can lead a Great Transition to Earthland. 


Endnotes 


1. David Van Reybrouck, Against Elections: The Case for Democracy, trans. Liz Waters (London: Random House, 
2016). 


2. See Paul Raskin, Journey to Earthland: The Great Transition to Planetary Civilization (Boston: Tellus Institute, 
2016), https://greattransition.org/publication/journey-to-earthland, 84-85. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


A Chapter in an Ongoing Crisis 
Tim Weiskel 


There will be no “post-COVID” world simply because we are all now in a global disease pool. We 
always have been, of course, but we did not fully realize this because our common 


anthropocentrism blinded us to the fallacy of our underlying belief in hominid exceptionalism. 


Somehow—we told ourselves—we would be exempted from the destruction of one 
ecosystem after another around the world. We would remain—we thought—“exceptions” to 
the system-wide degradation of habitats and the extinction of all other life-forms. We were, 
after all, an 

“intelligent” species, an “inventive” species, and for that reason a “privileged” species above all 
others in our capacity to foresee and plan with scientific insight and technical skills. Surely, these 


capacities would save us and our civilization. 


Well, perhaps not. This comfortable and widely shared narrative is now seen to be what it was 
all along: a grand illusion. As biologists have long pointed out, in evolutionary terms, intelligence 
may not prove to be “adaptive.” It is no guarantee of survival, especially when our capacity for 
intelligence is deployed to kill ever greater numbers of our own species and fundamentally 
destroy the key elements of our species-wide life-support systems (topsoil, biodiversity, potable 


water supplies, sustainable agriculture, etc.) 


As we learn more about COVID-19, it appears that it will not go away. It may well settle into 

a pattern of behaving like a “seasonal flu,” but largely because it will migrate between the 
Southern and Northern Hemisphere as the seasons change. In addition, there are a range of 
coronaviruses to which humans are exposed, each of which can mutate and thereby change its 


virulence in reference to the human populations in the future. For this reason, there is not likely to 
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be a post-coronavirus period in human history from now onward. We will have to adjust in radically 
new ways, shifting our understanding about ourselves, our behavior, and our assumptions about our 


role from that of a “dominant species” to that of a “participant species” in a complex ecosystem. 


This is not a trivial matter. The reason is that although we know this is necessary, we do not believe it. 
Our knowledge systems are far out of sync with our operative belief systems. This is frequently the 
case in human history—especially under conditions of radical systemic transformation. Belief systems 
drive our behavior—not, generally speaking, our knowledge systems. We will need to transform 
some of our core beliefs if we expect to change our behavior in ways that can help us survive 


beyond the COVID-19 crisis. 


For this reason, the relative probabilities of the three different scenarios that Paul Raskin has outlined 
so well for us (that of Conventional Worlds, Barbarization, and Great Transitions) remain unpredictable 
and essentially unknowable. It is, of course, possible to see trends developing rapidly in each of 
these separate scenarios and even to work to actualize one or the other. Nevertheless, much that will 


effectively determine what will happen lies beyond our ability to control or foresee things. 


The problem is compounded by the abrupt restructuring of information flows in this COVID-19 
moment. In fact, the understanding of our current and future conditions and chances for changing 
our thought and behavior are being transformed as well by the ways educational systems are being 
transformed in the midst of the crisis. While it is clear that public leadership can play a crucial role in 
shifting the public sensibilities in one direction or another, it remains the case that what the public has 
come to know about its circumstance and what it has been led to believe about its alternatives for action 


will, in large measure, determine how it behaves under stress. 


In any event, all indications are that stress on large numbers of people is likely to increase in the 
coming weeks, months, and years. While the “COVID-19 crisis” might subside in terms of a greater 
availability of public health facilities to cope with any surge in new cases, this does not mean that 
the coronavirus has gone away. On the contrary. Both it and many other viruses like it have “jumped” 
from wildlife populations to human communities in what has been described as a “spillover” process. 


This is likely to become ever more prevalent in our climate-changed world. 
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At the same time, we are being warned by scientists that the sea level is rising at rates several 
times faster than they thought was the case only a few years ago. Coastal populations are at risk of 
individual storms, and over time, the rising seas will cause them to migrate in search of fresh water, 
food, and shelter as their homes and fields become increasingly inundated. This will be happening 
roughly simultaneously along all coastal areas of Asia, Africa, and North and South America, with 


slight local variations and occasional extreme weather events. 


Under these circumstances, the conditions for the emergence of “novel” diseases and the 
resurgence of known air-, water-, and vector-borne diseases (malaria, Zika, Dengue Fever, Ebola, etc.) 


will be greatly enhanced as vulnerable populations are increasingly on the move. 


All of these circumstances should make it clear to political leaders and citizens around the world 
that our situation is now very precarious. We live in a world we did not create, cannot control, and 
must not further destroy. Yet much of the public discourse about “recovering from COVID" fails to 
understand the limitations of our capacity to act judiciously or reflect upon how much we need to 
learn to behave in a new manner to survive. Indeed, to listen to the words of many global economic 
and political leaders, it would seem apparent that we are in danger of trying to “stimulate” the very 
kind of economic expansion of consumerism and unrestrained human growth that has served as 


the root cause of the COVID-19 “spillover” and pandemic crisis in the first place. 


We all now need to learn quickly to redirect human behavior to restore stable and sustainable 


ecosystems that can function on solar energy, not fossilized solar energy. No population can outlive 


its life-support system. We will be no exception. The thrust of our future planning must be crystal 
clear to us all—even if the details remain to be worked out with careful step-by-step designs. We 


need to subordinate human behavior to live within the rules of a sustainably functioning ecosystem. 


In effect, as COVID-19 has underscored, we all need to learn how to “shelter in place” on the only 
life-supporting planet in the known universe. We evolved here. We belong here. But we will not be 
tolerated for very much longer here if we do not behave within its system-wide constraints. There is 


no “Planet B.” We only have one Earth. We only get one chance. 
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